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 ABSTRACT 
“Upcast Eyes: Medico-Legal Discourse, Spectacle, and Deviance in France, 1870-1914” 
by: Jason Cavallari 
Advisor: Paul Breines 
 This dissertation attempts to problematize the question of agency in disciplinary 
societies by examining the symbolic importance in fin-de-siècle French culture of the 
abject deviants who were the target of medico-legal discourse in the Third Republic.  In 
particular, I develop three main propositions.  First, I am making a broad anthropological 
claim that the power implicitly given to deviants to establish boundaries between 
normality and abnormality paradoxically enabled them to shift borders of cleanliness and 
pollution in public discourse.  Whereas others have argued that borderline deviants are 
powerless in their abjection, I propose the opposite: by giving deviants the power to 
shape the order of the Third Republic, medico-legal authorities unwittingly gave them 
precisely that – enormous power.  Second, I contend that this power largely took shape 
within the context of the rise of consumer society and urban spectacle.  
Spectacularization and widespread accessibility to information engendered a populace 
capable of suspicion, resistance, and resignification.  Others have interpreted the 
spectacularization of narratives of deviance as being foisted upon passive consumers 
lacking intellectual agency and therefore accepting these narratives as the standards for 
bourgeois behavior.  I suggest instead that spectacularization provided the precondition of 
possibility for the invention of a resistant and even potentially revolutionary populace.  
Third and finally, I make the claim that those who are seen are also capable of seeing, 
 and hence, of questioning, negotiating, and redefining.  Others, particularly those 
influenced by the work of Michel Foucault, have argued that “the public” was a docile, 
passive crowd, stripped of agency, helplessly accepting of ideas of republican virtue 
embodied by medico-legal discourses of deviance and the clinical gaze.  In particular, the 
paradigm of the “Panopticon” has perhaps overly influenced notions of bourgeois society.  
In the panoptic society, being self-conscious of always being (hypothetically) seen, actors 
police themselves to the point of inaction.  I contend that this position assumes the 
desirability of a “correct” form of behavior to which all others must conform.  Therefore, 
I argue for a very different conception of bourgeois society.  If we look not to the 
Panopticon, but rather to venues of spectacularization and consumer culture, we will see 
that, contrary to the marginalization implied by the panoptic model, deviance was 
celebrated as a symbol of freedom and release from the deterministic medico-legal gaze 
and helped to create multiple competing “scopic regimes.”  As a result, the consumer 
culture of the grands boulevards was not a sterile, depoliticized world of uncritical 
engagement defined by passive observation and consumption of spectacle and 
commodity, but rather a culture that celebrated spectacle as a venue for re-infusing the 
public sphere with social and political ambiguity against the rigid boundaries erected by 
the medico-legal discourses of the Third Republic. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
UPCAST EYES: 
 
MEDICO-LEGAL DISCOURSE, SPECTACLE, AND DEVIANCE IN FRANCE, 1870-1914 
 
Behold! human beings living in an underground den, which has a mouth open towards the light 
and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and 
necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the 
chains from turning round their heads.  Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and 
between the fire and the prisoners there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall 
built along the way, like the screen which marionette players have in front of them, over which 
they show the puppets. ... 
 
And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused 
of their error. 
 
 
-Plato, The Republic1 
 
 
 
 
 
 On May 2, 1908, at the small Théâtre du Grand Guignol, located in the bohemian 
Montmartre section of Paris, eager ticket holders gathered to witness the debut of the 
latest masterpiece from the so-called “Prince of Terror,” and the Grand Guignol’s chief 
playwright, André de Lorde.  Since its founding in 1897, the Théâtre du Grand Guignol 
had served its diverse audience a constantly changing assortment of gruesome spectacles, 
all incorporating the latest technologies available to represent as accurately as possible 
the worst and most grotesque aspects of human nature in realistically gory detail.  The 
Grand Guignol had steadily fed the public appetite for deviant behavior by depicting, 
among other things, appropriately bloody eye-gougings at the hands of asylum inmates, 
the agonizing death throes of rabies patients frothing at the mouth, and highly symbolic 
                                                
1 Benjamin Jowett, trans., The Republic of Plato (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908), 514-515. 
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Dante-esque murders borne of revenge.  By 1908, the Grand Guignol’s audience 
expected nothing less than a visceral experience of human depravity at the debut of de 
Lorde’s play Une Leçon à la Salpêtrière [A Lesson at the Salpêtrière].  And they were 
not disappointed.  The audience that night was treated to a graphic depiction of madness, 
revenge, human callousness, cruelty, and amorality. 
 The play concerns Paris’ Salpêtrière hospital, which by 1908 had garnered a 
reputation as a leading academic institution for the study of mental disease, but which 
had also curiously developed into something of a theater itself.  Beginning with Dr. Jean-
Martin Charcot’s public lectures, in which the Parisian public was invited to witness real, 
live hysterics as Charcot himself demonstrated aspects of his neurological theories, the 
Salpêtrière had become fully integrated into Parisian life as both a hospital and an 
entertainment venue.  On the one hand, the Salpêtrière was a symbol of order and 
rationality in battle with the forces of irrationality and chaos, a “humanistic” venue; on 
the other hand, it used diseased patients as an attraction – a venue of cruelty. 
 De Lorde’s play brought this contradictory situation, in which the hospital is the 
site of healing but also the site of clinical cruelty, into question.  In the play, the 
Salpêtrière’s staff is shown callously treating their patients as nothing more than subjects 
to be used in experiments, which themselves are used to entertain the masses.  
Ultimately, it is this disregard for humanity that brings about the play’s dénouement.  
One former patient and subject of an experiment, Claire, has returned to the Salpêtrière to 
take revenge on her tormenter.  When no one believes her, she takes matters into her own 
hands by barging in on one of the public demonstrations and throwing sulfuric acid in her 
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doctor’s face.  Although by this point the Grand Guignol’s audience had received the 
requisite thrill of seeing a man’s face melt off, André de Lorde was never one to give up 
an opportunity for dramatic irony.  In the play’s final scene, the now disfigured doctor – 
once the scientific observer and man of reason – has now himself become the spectacle, 
as the Salpêtrière’s director begins dutifully explaining to the audience how one goes 
about neutralizing acid, employing chemicals, and explaining their reactive properties.  
The curtain descends on the director’s coldly rational, clinical, and sterile discourse as the 
audience listens to the painful wailing of the unfortunate victim. 
 With its multiple layers of visual communication, Une Leçon à la Salpêtrière 
teaches more than one lesson.  This short, one-act play represents in miniature the 
culmination of the many and contradictory approaches to deviance that pervaded the 
culture of Paris at the turn of the twentieth century.  On the one hand, the audience is 
invited to look through the eyes of the doctor and the scientist, to see deviants as rigidly 
defined and controlled subjects of the clinical gaze; on the other hand, the audience also 
witnesses the subject of that clinical gaze, Claire, rejecting the definitions being placed 
on her and displacing them back upon her observers in labeling them the deviants rather 
than herself.  Despite being officially labeled a deviant, and therefore not to be taken 
seriously, Claire recognizes that in being an outcast she inhabits a privileged position 
from which to counteract and to change the operations of power represented by the 
medico-legal nexus of the Salpêtrière.  With nothing left to lose, she makes a highly 
symbolic, desperate choice – to disfigure and, in effect, to blind her clinical tormenter, 
thus rejecting the clinical gaze that had initially sought to marginalize her, and marking 
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him as physically (and visually) deviant as he was in his treatment of Claire.  The play’s 
final image, in which the doctor’s coldly rational discourse plays over the wailing of the 
newly disfigured scientist-criminal, reveals the hollowness of the scopic regime 
envisioned by the medico-legal establishment in the wake of Claire’s defiance.  Despite 
its scientific rationalism, the doctor’s discourse seems irrational and impotent when 
subjects fail to live up to, or actively reject, their definitions. 
 The play adds another layer, however, to this complex interplay of visual 
relations.  Claire chooses the public lecture hall to blind her tormenter, using the public 
spectacle as the arena to assert her own self-identification.  Similarly, the audience of the 
Grand Guignol is implicated in and encouraged by the drama playing out before them.  
Just as Plato’s cave-dwellers in The Republic realize that the “reality” they are viewing is 
not real by turning around and seeing the puppeteers behind them, so, too, is the audience 
of the Grand Guignol disabused of the notion that the scopic regime envisioned by the 
medico-legal establishment has a monopoly on sight and its powers of definition.  The 
culture of spectacle, represented by the Grand Guignol’s stage and Une Leçon à la 
Salpêtrière’s lecture hall, created a society that encouraged those being seen to 
reflexively gaze back, making the gaze a relationship based on reciprocal sight, 
definition, and identification.  If the identity and control of deviance was absolutely 
certain, made plain by the labels of insanity and the omnipresent eye of the doctor or the 
scientist, at the same time the eyes of the public were looking back and questioning the 
absolute certainty of the processes of reason.  In such an arrangement of scopic practices, 
public spectacle became not only a means for control, but also of resistance.  The 
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audience saw Claire, the deviant, as a puppet on the cave wall; by turning around, they 
realized that the actions of the puppet made more sense in defining the puppeteer himself.  
The power of the regime was broken as audience members embraced the deviant as a 
symbol of individual freedom from the normalizing and sterilizing impulses of the scopic 
regime. 
 In this dissertation, I attempt to restore agency to the crowd by examining the 
symbolic importance in fin-de-siècle French culture of the abject deviants who were the 
target of medico-legal discourse in the Third Republic.  In particular, I develop three 
main propositions. 
 First, I am making a broad anthropological claim that the power implicitly given 
to deviants to establish boundaries between normality and abnormality paradoxically 
enabled them to shift borders of cleanliness and pollution in public discourse.  Whereas 
others have argued that borderline deviants are powerless in their abjection, I propose the 
opposite: by giving deviants the power to shape the order of the Third Republic, medico-
legal authorities unwittingly gave them precisely that – enormous power. 
 Second, I contend that this power largely took shape within the context of the rise 
of consumer society and urban spectacle.  Spectacularization and widespread 
accessibility to information engendered a populace capable of suspicion, resistance, and 
resignification.  Others have interpreted the spectacularization of narratives of deviance 
as being foisted upon passive consumers lacking intellectual agency and therefore 
accepting these narratives as the standards for bourgeois behavior.  I suggest instead that 
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spectacularization provided the precondition of possibility for the invention of a resistant 
and even potentially revolutionary populace. 
 Third and finally, I make the claim that those who are seen are also capable of 
seeing, and hence, of questioning, negotiating, and redefining.  Others have argued that 
“the public” was a docile, passive crowd, stripped of agency, helplessly accepting of 
ideas of republican virtue embodied by medico-legal discourses of deviance and the 
clinical gaze.  In particular, the paradigm of the “Panopticon” has perhaps overly 
influenced notions of bourgeois society.  In the panoptic society, being self-conscious of 
always being (hypothetically) seen, actors police themselves to the point of inaction.  I 
contend that this position assumes the desirability of a “correct” form of behavior to 
which all others must conform.  Therefore, I argue for a very different conception of 
bourgeois society.  If we look not to the Panopticon, but rather to venues of 
spectacularization and consumer culture, we will see that, contrary to the marginalization 
implied by the panoptic model, deviance was celebrated as a symbol of freedom and 
release from the deterministic medico-legal gaze.  As a result, the consumer culture of the 
grands boulevards was not a sterile, depoliticized world of uncritical engagement defined 
by passive observation and consumption of spectacle and commodity, but rather a culture 
that celebrated spectacle as a venue for re-infusing the public sphere with social and 
political ambiguity against the rigid boundaries erected by the medico-legal discourses of 
the Third Republic. 
 In short, then, the creation and propagation of the “deviant” by the medico-legal 
establishment, an ideological tool intended to reinforce the bourgeois values of the Third 
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Republic, led to unintended consequences.  The “deviant” – as anarchist; pornographic 
protagonist; naturalist degenerate; murderous spectacle of the Grand Guignol – became 
the cultural locus for pushing back.  Between the extremes of chaos and order, the 
dialectic synthesis is to be found in the margins, where the forces of purity and danger 
meet.  It is there that the viewed reviewed the viewers, questioned the rigid borders 
enforced by cultural watchmen, and even symbolically revolted against those that sought 
to define them.  That is the story that follows. 
 
I. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW 
On Being Seen: Foucault and the Panopticon 
 The present dissertation takes its starting point from the work of Michel Foucault 
by arguing that, contrary to Foucault’s perception of the disciplinary society governed by 
sight, the scopic regime envisioned by Foucault also created an effective opposition 
based on the capacity of the viewed to review their viewers.  As Foucault famously 
argued, the rise of a liberal society constituted by atomistic individuals necessitated a new 
mechanism through which power could operate to maintain order in the construction of 
identity.  According to Foucault, a new “political anatomy” governed liberal society by 
displacing the “relations of sovereignty,” and replacing them with the “relations of 
discipline.”2  For Foucault, the early modern state maintained order and stability through 
direct and highly visible manifestations of the will of the sovereign, an idea graphically 
and viscerally represented by Foucault’s famous description of the torture and execution 
                                                
2 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1977), 208. 
 8 
of Louis XV’s would-be assassin, Robert-François Damiens. Effectively, the public 
execution acted as a locus of power wherein the crowd could see the physical effects of 
the inequality of power within the monarchical system.  By reconstituting the crowd – 
and one may easily substitute “the estate” or “the class” for the more generalized term 
“crowd” – as a “collection of separated individualities,” however, the modern liberal state 
re-imagined this distribution of the effects of power.3  In a philosophy formally founded 
on the idea of egalitarianism, such blatant inequality of sovereign power did not suit the 
needs of the modern state.  For Foucault, then, the operations of power became dispersed 
through multiple disciplines that ensured the regulation and control of bodies through 
daily disciplinary regimens in the military, the factories, and the schools.  In this way, 
power was both visible in its effects through the punishment of those that stood out from 
the crowd, but was also completely unverifiable. 
 Central to this aspect of the question of deviance is the idea of sight and 
visualization, not simply because of the increased frequency with which deviance became 
part of the public sphere, but also because sight operates as the central mechanism 
through which the various power structures heretofore described exercise their 
normalizing functions.  As Foucault states, the inmate (the student, the soldier, the 
worker) “must never know whether he is being looked at at any one moment; but he must 
be sure that he may always be so.”4  Indeed, the most enduring and powerful metaphor 
bequeathed to us by Foucault is that of the Panopticon, the prison system designed by the 
                                                
3 Ibid., 200-202. 
4 Ibid., 201. 
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eighteenth-century English philosopher and jurist Jeremy Bentham.  The primary purpose 
of this specialized prison was to institute discipline among inmates through a carefully 
coordinated apparatus of surveillance (a metaphor reinforced by the fact that the original 
French title of Foucault’s work – Surveiller et punir – emphasized the importance of sight 
and surveillance that has subsequently been lost in the English translation Discipline and 
Punish).  For Foucault, the prison’s ability to create an environment in which the 
prisoners could potentially be seen at all times without them knowing if they are being 
watched acted as the model upon which liberal society created its own system of ordered 
disciplines.  The effects of disciplinary power were specific and visible, but the precise 
location of its operation was potentially anywhere.  Thus, order was assured. 
 It is this broad “denigration of vision” (to borrow Martin Jay’s phrase) that I seek 
to challenge.5  For Foucault, any counter-discourse that might challenge the dominance of 
the panoptic society is itself a product of the scopic regime embodied by the Panopticon.6  
Of course, the objectification that panopticism effects cannot be easily overcome.  As 
Jean-Paul Sartre explained in L’Être et le néant [Being and Nothingness], the very fact of 
being the object of the “Gaze” results in alienation and a denial of freedom when that 
Gaze constitutes our entire concept of our own identities.7  What Sartre ignores, and 
Foucault dismisses, however, is the freedom that alienation makes possible.  Both Sartre 
                                                
5 Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993). 
6 See the discussion of the “tactical polyvalence of discourse” in Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 
Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 100-102. 
7 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenological Ontology, trans. Hazel E. 
Barnes (London: Routledge, 2003), 276-326; Jay, Upcast Eyes, 287-290. 
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and Foucault assume that the norm from which one is alienated is desirable, and therefore 
the alienation that comes with the normalizing Gaze is interpreted as a loss.8 
 In contrast to such a view, from the present study’s standpoint, the fact that one is 
viewed as existing outside of the borders of normalcy imparts, paradoxically, a new 
freedom, that of non-conformity.  Instead of feeling shame, as Sartre contends, or having 
agency removed, as Foucault argues, the object of the Gaze, the abject, exists in a realm 
beyond the confining strictures of normal society, experiencing a freedom-in-exile.  For 
the deviant – the criminal, the insane, the moral degenerate – this realization is all too 
prevalent, and thus provides the precondition for the possibility of resistance to the 
panoptic machine. 
 This dissertation, then, seeks to follow Martin Jay’s encouragement to map out a 
“plurality of scopic regimes.”  By exploring the ways in which sight can be constructed 
as a social relation, that is, not simply as a view from “above,” but also as a reciprocal 
relationship from “below,” the empire of vision described by the Panopticon can be 
challenged and questioned by those it purports to identify and control. 
 
The Location of Power: Mary Douglas and Power on the Margins 
 To begin such a mapping of scopic regimes, I propose that the location of power 
can be more precisely identified than it is within Foucault’s panoptic model of society.  
That is, not in the symbolic “center” embodied by the medico-legal establishment, but 
                                                
8 Here, and elsewhere, I capitalize the term “Gaze” to suggest a meaning distinct from its standard 
definition synonymous to “stare.”  Here, “Gaze” refers to a process whereby sight helps to establish 
boundaries and identities intended to reductively categorize, and thereby limit, human personalities and 
identities. 
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rather at the margins or borders with the abjected deviant.  In any system that seeks to 
define order through a process of behavior normalization, the abnormal, the unclean, and 
the anomalous become integral to the definition of the border between normal and 
abnormal, or in the anthropological system of Mary Douglas, between the pure inside and 
the dangerous outside.  In constructing classificatory systems to order our experiences, 
anomalies and abnormalities threaten to subvert the entire system by defying the rules 
that inform our observations.  Indeed, this is one of the fundamental precepts underlying 
Foucault’s assertion that power becomes individuated through its disciplinary 
mechanisms.  In order to stave off the subversion of order, the deviant or abnormal is 
ignored, condemned, or punished.  It is this very process of proscription, however, that 
defines the border between purity and danger, or as Douglas argues, “When something is 
firmly classed as anomalous the outline of the set in which it is not a member is 
clarified.”9  Without the experience of the anomaly, the abnormal, or the deviant, the 
“normal” remains ambiguous and boundaries between purity and danger remain porous.  
By identifying and controlling deviance, normalcy takes concrete shape and form, and 
can be effectively policed and protected. 
 Douglas’ system of purity and danger and Foucault’s individuated disciplines 
both provide an outline through which power and its exercise can be understood as a 
process of identification and categorization, themes that Foucault would later expand 
upon himself in his discussions of the development of the human sciences and definitions 
                                                
9 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An analysis of the concepts of pollution and taboo (London: 
Routledge, 1994), 39.  See also Diana Fuss’ useful discussion of the meaning of boundaries and taboos in 
the context of sexuality in “Inside/Out,” in inside/out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories, ed. Diana Fuss 
(New York: Routledge, 1991), 1-3. 
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of sexual behavior.10  What both approaches are lacking, however, is an appreciation of 
the operations of power as instruments of human agency.  Douglas’ symbolic system 
relies on the fact that anomalies, abnormalities, and deviants do not recognize the power 
they have in shaping perceptions of purity and danger; if the border is created specifically 
by the presence of the anomaly, then the anomaly itself implicitly has great potential for 
shifting the symbolic borders of cleanliness and pollution.  Likewise, Foucault’s 
processes of normalization operate under the auspices of the panopticism of modern 
society and the omnipresent fear of discovery should one deviate from acceptable forms 
of behavior.  Of course, in institutions in which constant observation is in effect – where 
the prison warden, the schoolteacher, the hospital doctor, or military officer is always 
watching – acquiescence can reasonably be expected.  Its operation in the larger culture 
of liberal bourgeois society, however, is more problematic.  Here, Foucault presumes that 
the expectation of being seen precludes resistance to the values being promoted.  Like the 
power of the deviant to shift the borders between purity and danger, the subjects being 
seen by the institutions of power also have the power to see, and in so doing, to question, 
and to challenge. 
 
Sight and Society: The Panopticon, Spectacle, and the Crowd 
 While abjection may, in itself, constitute a new type of freedom which enables 
critical reciprocity in the visual relationship embodied by the Panopticon, the decisive 
                                                
10See Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, translator not listed 
(New York: Vintage, 1994); Foucault, The History of Sexuality, noted above.  For a thorough treatment of 
Foucault and the professionalization of the human sciences, see Jan Goldstein, “Foucault among the 
Sociologists: The 'Disciplines' and the History of the Professions,” History and Theory 23, no. 2 (May 
1984): 170-192. 
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element is actually a third set of metaphorical eyes that creates a triangulation of visual 
relationships, as is shown by the presence of the Grand Guignol’s audience watching Une 
Leçon à la Salpêtrière.  By the late nineteenth century, the culture of spectacle had 
created a society in which vision as a social relation included another party of 
observation: the urban crowd attracted by the spectacle of the modern city.  Whereas 
many scholars have written that this crowd was highly depoliticized because of the 
distraction of consumer spectacle, I intend to argue the opposite.  The spectacularization 
of deviance acted as a critical counterpoint in that it created an opportunity for a third 
viewer – the flâneur of the urban crowd – to act as an outside witness to the relationships 
of power embodied by the Panopticon.11  Since, to a great degree, the “deviant” was a 
social category fraught with political meaning, the spectacularization of deviance not 
only advanced medico-legal concepts dear to the Third Republic, but also created small 
spaces within which those political categories could be questioned and negotiated within 
the public sphere, thus repoliticizing public discourse through the symbolic medium of 
the spectacularized deviant. 
 It is in pursuing this triangulation of vision that the early French Third Republic, 
and Paris in particular, can be instructive.  First, questions concerning the identification 
and control of deviance were of significant importance within the socio-political 
discourse of the Third Republic.  Second, perhaps nowhere in Europe was there a city 
                                                
11 In this, I am much influenced by Tony Bennett’s formulation that the proliferation of exhibition spaces 
for urban spectacle encouraged the crowd to see rather than be seen in The Birth of the Museum: History, 
Theory, Politics (New York: Routledge, 1995) and Vanessa R. Schwartz's important correctives to 
Bennett's correction of Foucault in Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 5-7. 
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more devoted to public culture, leisure, or spectacle of any sort than Paris.  The 
confluence of these two dimensions created an atmosphere in which issues of particular 
importance could be discussed within a multiplicity of modes of representation, from 
newspapers, to novels, to plays, to public exhibitions, to lecture halls, and beyond.  This 
proliferation of representations and discursive spaces served to ingrain fear of deviance 
and reinforce the values of the bourgeois Republic, but also provided small discursive 
spaces that nurtured resistance.  The public was not, as some have argued, a docile, 
passive crowd readily accepting of ideas of republican virtue, but rather a crowd of 
intelligent and, in some cases, resistant citizens capable of reflection and disagreement. 
 The translation of the Panopticon into the broader culture of fin-de-siècle France, 
in large part, was the legacy of Baron Georges Haussmann’s reconstruction of Paris 
during the Second Empire.12  By turning an ancient city of narrow streets and improbable 
neighborhoods into a glittering playground of wide boulevards, grands magasins, public 
parks, and uniform architecture, there was an attendant shift in the publicity of the lives 
                                                
12 There has been much recent work on the “Haussmannization” of Paris in Napoleon III’s reign.  For 
biographical information on Haussmann as pertains to his tenure as prefect, see Michel Carmona, 
Haussmann: His Life and Times and the Making of Modern Paris, trans. Patrick Camiller (Chicago: Ivan R. 
Dee, 2002); David P. Jordan, Transforming Paris: The Life and Labors of Baron Haussmann (New York: 
The Free Press, 1995).  For an architectural perspective, the classic work is Howard Saalman, Haussmann: 
Paris Transformed (New York: G. Braziller, 1971); see also Jean Des Cars & P. Pinon, Paris-Haussmann: 
“Le Pari d'Haussmann” (Paris: Édition du Pavilion de l'Arsenal, 1991); David Van Zanten, Building Paris: 
Architectural Institutions and the Transformation of the French Capital, 1830-1870 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994); Nicolas Chaudun, Haussmann au crible (Paris: Syrtes, 2000); François 
Loyer, Paris Nineteenth Century: Architecture and Urbanism (New York: Abbeville Press, 1988); Colin 
Jones, Paris: The Biography of a City (New York: Penguin Books, 2004), especially chapters 9 and 10.  
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of its citizens.  No longer cloistered in densely packed enclaves of urban regionalism, the 
new city invited its citizens to be flâneurs, strolling the city streets, observing the 
multitudinous aspects of the new bourgeois urbanism.  This publicity of urban life 
naturally coincided with the mechanical workings of the panoptic power structure, as 
interior life and exterior representation came closer together.  The new modern city, 
however, also invited people to see in addition to being seen, an eventuality that the 
original concept of the Panopticon failed to address.  While Foucault’s panoptic model of 
social control relies on sight and visualization, it does not count on the subjects of the 
panoptic gaze looking back, nor on the spectacularization of the relationship that brought 
outside observers into the dynamic. 
 Several scholars have addressed, directly or indirectly, the reciprocal relationship 
of sight and control created by the modern city.  In particular, the central trope of these 
studies is that of the spectacle of modern urban life: the crowds, the monuments, the 
window displays, the festivals, the expositions, the parades, and any of a number of other 
daily events that characterized modern urbanism.  Inspired, in part, by the work of Guy 
Debord’s La Société du spectacle [The Society of the Spectacle] (1967), such scholars as 
T.J. Clark and David Harvey have emphasized the role that capital, in the form of 
consumerism, played in underpinning the panoptic structure of modern liberal society and 
the depoliticization that it entailed.13  Taking Debord’s proposition that the spectacle of 
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modern life is the “common language of separation” in which “spectators are linked 
solely by their one-way relationship to the very centre that keeps them isolated form each 
other,” Clark and others have proposed that the spectacle of modern Paris, and 
specifically the spectacle of bourgeois capitalism, maintained the stability of a society of 
atomistic individualities united only in their separateness.14  In this manner, the spectacle 
of modern consumerism, facilitated by the destruction and reconstruction of Paris, 
engendered the transformation of, in Harvey’s words, “active players into passive 
spectators.”15  In these formulations, the rise of mass consumer culture, facilitated by the 
spectacle of the city, transformed the revolutionary crowds of Paris into passive viewers 
of the spectacle of bourgeois capital leading to the homogenization, and in some sense, 
the democratization of the French capital city.16 
 It is precisely in this context that the spectacle of deviance becomes important.  If 
spectacle is, as Clark and Harvey claim, essential to the de-revolutionizing of Paris, then 
the nature of the spectacle itself must be examined as a subject of significant 
consequence.  Of course, the spectacularization of the modern city went hand-in-hand 
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(Stanford: Standford University Press, 1976). 
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with a rise in consumer culture, but the nature of exactly what was being consumed must 
be taken into account (and here, I mean “consumed” in a very broad sense, in that 
consumerism was not limited to physical goods, but included the entertainments, 
exhibitions, and institutions that aimed at broad popular appeal, as well).  As texts, these 
spectacles and their place in the discursive culture of Paris can provide insight into the 
reciprocal relationship of sight and control embodied by the modern city as a microcosm 
of the problems of liberal society described by Foucault.  In effect, if one can accept that 
the Parisian masses were attracted (and distracted) by the glittering displays of the grands 
magasins, then one also must ask what drew them in equal numbers to see the skull of 
Charlotte Corday, to see the hysterics at the Salpêtrière, to read sensational accounts of 
murder and depravity in newspapers and novels, and to see plays in which the main 
attractions were gore and human monstrosity.17 
 Of course, some scholars have offered important additions to the nature of 
spectacle and its relationship to French identity in the Parisian fin-de-siècle.  While 
discussions of mass culture in France have tended to discuss it in the context of post-
World War II Americanization, such scholars as Vanessa Schwartz have aptly argued that 
late nineteenth-century France was an innovator in the realm of mass culture, precisely 
because of the shift from active engagement to passive spectatorship that so characterizes 
the work of T.J. Clark and David Harvey.  For Schwartz, the signature feature of mass 
                                                
17 Several scholars have indeed discussed the peculiar attraction of fin-de-siècle Parisians and others to the 
grotesque and deviant.  For these scholars, however, the attraction served to reinforce a notion of the 
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culture in fin-de-siècle France was the content of the spectacles being presented, rather 
than their significance as avatars of bourgeois capitalism.  In Schwartz’s conception, the 
mass culture of late nineteenth-century Paris overwhelmingly used real life as the basis 
for the spectacular attractions of the grands boulevards of the city.  Consequently, as 
these “spectacular realities” dominated the mass culture of the city, they created “a 
common culture and a sense of shared experiences through which people might begin to 
imagine themselves as participating in a metropolitan culture because they had visual 
evidence that such a shared world, of which they were a part, existed.”18  In addition to 
democratization, increased standards of living, and other foundations of mass society, 
Schwartz contends that the shift from “active players into passive spectators” occurred 
not solely because of the rise of consumerism, but rather because the objects and 
entertainments being consumed created an idea of common culture that bonded the 
residents of Paris together as a singular society beyond differences of class, gender, or 
political association. 
 While Schwartz’s argument presents an interesting corrective and an important 
insight into the nature of mass culture and its relationship to methods of social control, it 
also overlooks significant aspects of the urban culture of fin-de-siècle Paris.  While 
representations of “reality” and depictions of everyday life were among the central 
attractions of mass culture that contributed to the homogenization of Parisian citizens, it 
is equally important to consider that significant aspects of Parisian mass culture had 
nothing whatsoever to do with the everyday experiences of ordinary Parisians and, in 
                                                
18 Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, 6. 
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many cases, represented alien and dangerous aspects of urban life.19  In as much as late 
nineteenth-century Parisians were interested in reading about gruesome murders in the 
fait divers columns of the newspapers as a facet of modern urban life, there must also be 
the recognition that the lives and exploits of criminals and madmen did not represent a 
“common culture and a sense of shared experiences” that contributed to the creation of a 
sense of mass society.20  The focus on “real life,” moreover, precludes the substantial 
amount of fantasy and imagination that characterized much of fin-de-siècle culture.  If the 
creation of mass society depended on a significant amount of imagination, as Schwartz 
attests by using Benedict Anderson’s influential concept of the “imagined community,” 
then it is equally important that the reality being presented was not simply a picture of 
life that was to be emulated and imitated.21  Rather, the reality presented acquired 
meaning and significance only in as much as it was consumed by an active, thinking 
public capable of disagreement and dissent. 
 In this context, the profusion of cultural representations of deviance in fin-de-
siècle Paris begins to acquire meaning and significance.  From the perspective of politics 
and of the medico-legal establishment, public discourse of deviance and social control 
served to reinforce notions of purity and danger, of inside and out, such that the medical 
concept of national decline and degeneration influenced discussions of social issues, 
                                                
19 I use the term “reality” cautiously here, and elsewhere, as often the use of “reality” for entertainment 
purposes included complex staging, framing, and exaggeration to heighten the sense of spectacle -- a theme 
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circa 1860-1910,” The American Historical Review 109, no.1 (February 2004): 41-71. 
21 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1991), 5-7. 
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political disagreements, and personal behaviors, thus creating a disciplined society out of 
the atomistic liberal individual imagined by Michel Foucault.  One cannot examine this 
disciplinary process, however, without examining the parallel development of a mass 
culture and society of spectacle that allowed the proliferation of these ideas in the first 
place. 
 As many scholars have noted, the presence of mass communication served as an 
essential instrument for the promulgation of medico-legal concepts.22  What has been 
ignored, however, is the use of those ideas in the public sphere beyond the context of the 
medico-legal establishment.  Rather than collapsing the public sphere, as imagined by 
Jürgen Habermas, mass communication and mass culture allowed for the development of 
small, but important discursive spaces in which the reigning hegemony of medico-legal 
science – and, by ideological association, of the contradictory nature of the republicanism 
of the Third Republic – could be challenged and in which deviance stood not for disorder 
and chaos, but for disagreement, social liberation, and a rejection of positivistic 
determinism that operated contrary to the fundamental concept of the liberal individual.  
Therefore, it is those small spaces that this dissertation will examine.  It is in the 
spectacles of the playhouses, the courtrooms, the sexual imagination, and the novelistic 
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fantasies of fin-de-siècle Paris that the idea of deviance not only connotes suppression 
and danger, but also acts as a symbol of resistance in a conflicted mass society.23 
 
Prisons and Politics: Deviance and the Third Republic 
 This work is not the first to take up the question of deviance in the Third 
Republic.  As many scholars have noted, the idea of deviance was one of the central ideas 
around which Third Republican officials constructed and maintained ideas of republican 
virtue.  Of course, deviance and its control was fraught with political meaning, from 
changing social attitudes about rehabilitation, to the religious significance of positivistic 
theories of human behavior, to seeing the state’s treatment of deviants as an indicator of 
political ideology.  In examining deviance, there has, however, been a decided bias in 
examining deviance from the position of the center, that is, from the position embodied 
by medico-legal officials or political bodies.24  This dissertation attempts to de-center the 
discussion of deviance by moving to the border regions of this discourse.  By looking at 
the representation of deviance within the broader public culture of fin-de-siècle Paris 
(moving literally and metaphorically from the Salpêtrière to Montmartre), one sees a 
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proliferation of discourses that are not at all congruent with the “official” discourse 
promulgated by the medico-legal establishment. 
 In large part, the significance of deviance in the Third Republic stemmed from the 
relative instability of Europe’s only republican government.  Originally conceived as a 
provisional government in the wake of the collapse of the Second Empire, the politics of 
the Third Republic were heavily dominated by monarchist loyalists and sympathetic 
bourgeois republicans, thus never achieving legitimacy as a popular republic from its 
earliest days.  Indeed, the revolution that occurred in 1870-1871 was less about the 
revolutionary spirit of 1789, and more about maintaining order and continuity in the wake 
of disastrous defeat in the Franco-Prussian war at the hands of the newly created and 
ascendant German Empire.  As Adolphe Thiers famously attested, the new Republic was 
not borne of republican fervor and enthusiasm, but rather as the “form of government that 
divides us least.”  Thiers’ statement showed something of the pragmatic nature of the 
Third Republic, revealing that, while not perfect, republicanism was the best possible 
solution to the political upheavals that plagued France in the nineteenth century.  It is that 
pragmatism, however imperfect, that informed not only politics, but also the society and 
culture of France in the fin-de-siècle. 
 In such a climate, in which the goal of government was to provide stability, the 
figure of the deviant became a symbol of chaos and disorder.  Deviance, in whatever 
form, represented the undoing of the pragmatic rationalism that the Third Republic 
sought to achieve.  In this, a necessarily broad view of deviance is required, not because 
all deviance is of a kind, but because all deviants, in some way, contravened the 
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established order deemed necessary for stability and prosperity.  As a consequence, any 
deviation from the standards proposed by the republican establishment stood in direct 
contrast with the image of purposeful rationalism informing social and political policy, 
and was therefore deemed irrational, and in many cases, diseased – a path that led 
inexorably to social dissolution and revolution.  In order to combat such agents of 
irrationality, republican ideology relied on the ultimate symbol of rational, objective truth 
– science – to uphold and legitimize its aims and values.  The war of ideas in the French 
fin-de-siècle was heavily shaded by the tropes of normalcy versus the abnormal, the 
standard versus the deviant, and the rational versus the irrational, thus making the 
scientist, the doctor, and the medico-legist the de facto guardians of the established order. 
 Many scholars have noted the importance of the symbolic deviant and the 
scientist to the ideological programs and processes of the various governments of late 
nineteenth-century France.  Authors such as Robert Nye, Ruth Harris, Daniel Pick, Alain 
Corbin, and Jan Goldstein have all been influenced by discussions of Foucault’s 
dispersed and de-centered operations of power, and particularly by the association of 
power with knowledge in the human sciences, medicine, and psychology.  In examining 
the interconnection between the new sciences of the nineteenth century and politics, these 
studies have shown the degree to which science and politics reciprocally influenced and 
supported each other based on ideological commonalities.25  Politically, a shared sense of 
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anticlericalism motivated both doctors and republican politicians, especially in the wake 
of the Second Empire; in the most idealistic sense of republicanism, the solid solutions 
and definitions of medicine confirmed republican belief in individualism, rationalism, 
and provided a means through which even the most vile social outcast could be safely 
incorporated within the social body – by reclassifying the “sinful” as “sick” and 
ameliorating the bias of the jury or the lawyer with the quantifiable certainty of the 
scientist.  Nor was the symbolic use of deviance strictly related to questions of republican 
ideology or government policy.  As scientific rationalism and the identification, 
proscription, and control of deviance became emblematic of republican institutions, so, 
too, did the influence of medico-legal discourses of deviance influence important 
questions of social policy.  As Robert Nye shows in his path-breaking study, Crime, 
Madness, & Politics in Modern France, the “medical model of cultural crisis” had so 
permeated French culture in the Third Republic that it became impossible to conceive of 
deviance, in any form, without defining it in terms related to pathology.  Criminals were 
only the most obvious subjects for medico-legal study, and among the first, but as Nye 
explains, crime was often considered either the cause of deviance or the effect, thus 
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producing an interconnected web of different deviant acts related through pathology.26  
Consequently, any deviant act came to be understood through the lens of medico-legal 
discourse, from discussing the proper role of women in society, to alternative sexualities, 
to political dissent, to avant-garde artistic and literary expression. 
 It is no surprise that such thinking would be popular in a society suffering from 
both internal and external threats.  When instability and uncertainty threaten constant 
upheaval, the rational certainty of scientific solutions to social problems is surely 
reassuring.  In many ways, medico-legal discourse permeated late nineteenth-century 
French society because that society was ready and willing to be convinced that political 
instability and social decline could be rationally explained, with scientific solutions 
offered.  Overshadowing much of the early Third Republic was the fact that it was born 
out of the spectacular failure of the late Second Empire.  The failure of the French army 
to prevail in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-1871 dealt a severe blow to the confidence 
that had developed over the course of the prosperous empire of Napoleon III, and in the 
ensuing years, came to be emblematic of the decline of the French nation, especially 
when compared to the German ascendancy.27  Likewise, the Third Republic suffered 
from numerous problems of political instability and social decline.  The government was 
constantly threatened by internal subversion from such mass political movements as 
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General Boulanger’s populist revanchisme of the late 1880s, or the anarchist terrorist 
attacks of the 1890s; the demographics of the French population continually showed 
steep decline leading to fear and mistrust of minorities, immigrants, foreigners, and other 
non-native members of the population, as evidenced most spectacularly by the Dreyfus 
Affair.28  In such a volatile atmosphere, the certainty provided by medico-legal theory 
assuaged certain doubts about the ability of French society to weather the storm by 
highlighting the “natural” superiority of certain social classes, races, and bourgeois 
behaviors.29  If such superiority were truly “natural,” then fear of subversion from the 
inside or the outside was doomed to failure, and the existing power structures reaffirmed. 
 Of course, while these ideas may have found a willing audience given the social 
and political fragility of the early Third Republic, this approach assumes a relatively 
homogeneous cultural attitude toward deviants.  I am not attempting to argue that the 
majority of the French population ever saw deviance as something desirable.  Of course, 
safety and security are among the primary concerns of any citizen, as much as for the 
government.  Rather, the idea of deviance represented a cultural focal point in which 
doubts about the medico-legal establishment and its ideological affinity with the 
bourgeois republicanism of the Third Republic could be articulated.  As much as legal 
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medicine aimed at providing security in a liberal society, its theoretical underpinnings 
provided a significant counterpoint to the republican, democratic ideal.  Much of medico-
legal theory in the late nineteenth century was predicated on the belief that biology can be 
determinative of destiny.  Beginning with the Italian school of criminal anthropology 
championed by Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909), heredity and biology were determining 
factors in assessing criminal threats, possibility of mental illness, and degrees of moral 
rectitude, and while the French schools of medico-legal science tempered this view with 
an appreciation of environmental factors, they were often no less convinced than 
Lombroso that an exhaustive study of a subject’s biology could provide certain proof of 
criminality in the present, and prevent it in the future. 
 This view of the person – that free will was a less important factor in behavior 
than heredity and/or environment – would have been particularly thorny in an ostensibly 
democratic society whose entire system of government was founded on the belief that 
humans can make rational decisions of their own volition.  Given the circumstances 
under which the Third Republic was created, the idea that a citizen’s right to free 
participation in a democratic society was an even more controversial issue than might 
normally have been the case.  Not only was the Third Republic borne of antagonism with 
Germany, thus leading to a militaristic, nationalistic republicanism, but it was also 
created out of the bloody massacre of the Paris Commune.  As David Harvey and others 
have shown, the Commune created a sense of disenchantment with the republicanism of 
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the early Third Republic.30  Forged out of blood rather than the free decision to enter the 
social contract, the massacres perpetrated by the French government against the working 
classes of Paris disturbed many of the bourgeoisie (not to mention the working classes 
themselves), thus ensuring that the romantic republicanism of 1789 had finally given way 
to a more pragmatic, if disenchanted, approach to liberal society.  From the point of view 
of the republican establishment, the conflict between competing visions of the Republic 
in the Commune reflected the triumph of rationality and order over irrationality and 
chaos, thus echoing many of the tropes of legal medicine; from the French citizenry, and 
especially Parisians, the legacy of the Commune deconstructed revolution and 
republicanism as the “spirit of the people,” and recreated it as a variation of Bismarck’s 
“blood and iron.” 
 In this context, the appropriation of medico-legal theory and the extent to which it 
informed views of deviance, politics, and society seems problematic.  Naturally, as noted 
above, it provided a sense of certainty and security in an era in which such sentiments 
were anything but assured because of fears over declining population, political unrest, 
and the failure of the French state in the face of an emerging, powerful antagonist to the 
east.  By contrast, however, such a position negated the very foundations of classic 
liberalism that conceived of humans as rational beings, capable of freely exercising their 
powers of reason in order to create social systems that maximize individual liberty while 
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not sacrificing social stability.  The intellectual construction of the deviant was therefore 
far more important than as a symbolic object upon which the power of state and society 
was exercised.  Deviance surely represented disorder, pollution, and instability; but it 
could also represent resistance, and the (classically liberal) attempt at self-definition 
beyond the ideological constraints of the conservative republicanism of the Third 
Republic and the technocratic, deterministic theories of the medico-legal establishment. 
 To be sure, this symbolic association did not translate into rampant crime or even 
approval of deviant actions in society.  Murder was still murder; immorality was still 
considered contagious.  Rather, I want to propose that deviants became objects of 
curiosity to the greater public, a fact to which the proliferation of innumerable novels, 
plays, newspaper stories, and exhibitions can attest.  In addition to the power of 
transgression afforded to the deviant and its ramifications for the structures of 
Foucauldian power-knowledge that inform so much of the study of deviance in the fin-
de-siècle, it is this explosion of deviance within the public sphere that the present study 
wishes to explore.   
 
Conclusion 
 The historiographical record of the question of deviance in the Third Republic has 
created a world in which the safety and stability of the nation was of particularly dramatic 
concern, and to ensure such stability rigid boundaries were erected in medico-legal and 
political discourses to establish between the pure center and the dangerous margins.  To a 
certain degree, this power relationship was predicated upon and maintained by modes of 
seeing and visualization that were integral to the formation of modern liberal society – 
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the Gaze, as Sartre described it, in which the alienation and marginalization of identity 
occurs because we are defined by others, and the translation of the Gaze into the broader 
cultural system of normalizing discipline symbolically represented by Foucault’s 
Panopticon.  For much recent scholarship on deviance in fin de siècle France, the 
importance of sight and spectacle in creating a passive crowd was reinforced by the 
concurrent development of the society of the spectacle, transforming active players into 
passive consumers lacking intellectual agency.  The present study, however, seeks to take 
seriously Mary Douglas’ postulation that there is dangerous power in the margins by 
highlighting the spectacularization of deviance itself and exploring the new symbolic 
relationships of sight that questioned, challenged, and inverted the disciplinary vision of 
the panoptic scopic regime. 
 In the early Third Republic, a society founded on the principles of rationality and 
bourgeois order, Parisians had an unparalleled appreciation for seeing deviants – the very 
symbols of disorder and irrationality – in the public square.  From an institutional 
perspective, public exposure to deviance that was properly guided by science, reason, and 
a concern for the public good could only serve to reinforce the values upon which the 
Third Republic had been founded: reason over superstition, order over chaos, and an 
attempt at full civic inclusion by focusing on rehabilitation rather than expulsion or exile.  
By packaging this system of values in the contemporary cultural language of urban 
spectacle, the doctors, criminal anthropologists, and psychiatrists of the Third Republic 
used the most enduring legacy of the Second Empire – Baron Georges Haussmann’s 
spectacularized Paris – to promote a bourgeois republican ideology through both the 
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laboratory and the boulevard attraction.  In so doing, the rising mass culture of the French 
fin-de-siècle and the increasing consumerism of the Parisian public were enlisted as 
natural allies in molding French perceptions of deviance and normalcy.  By witnessing 
the power of reason and science to determine standards of health and behavior, the public 
could be better molded into ideal French citizens: rational, republican, well-mannered, 
healthy, and free from corrupting influences, ideologies, and dispositions. 
 The infusion of medico-legal theories of deviance into the public square, 
however, was not a unidirectional flow of information from the medico-legal authorities 
to the receptive public masses.  Rather, the culture of mass spectacle allowed 
“consumers” of this new science the opportunity to question, resist, and invert the value 
systems that were being championed by the medico-legal establishment and supported by 
the ideological underpinnings of the Third Republic.  The widespread availability of such 
perceptions of deviance led not just to the medicalization and proscription of “dangerous” 
elements of French society, but also to the unanticipated and contradictory potential of 
deviance – as act, as identity, and as symbol – to be used over and against the voice of 
authoritative institutions.  The spectacularization of narrative, and in particular of 
narratives of deviance, was not foisted upon passive consumers lacking intellectual 
agency; rather, it was because of this spectacularization and widespread accessibility to 
information that a populace capable of suspicion, resistance, and redefinition came into 
being.  In a society founded on rationality, strict boundaries, and rigid definitions, the 
mass consumer public had a predilection for the irrational, the ambiguous, and the 
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mysterious that provided an outlet for fantasies of rebellion, of social freedom, sexual 
liberation, and self-determination. 
 
II.  PLAN OF THE DISSERTATION 
 The present dissertation, then, is divided into five chapters detailing separate but 
related instances in which representations of deviance intersected with spectacle and 
consumer culture beyond the purview of official medico-legal discourse.  By being so 
organized, the story I wish to tell is not necessarily linear or chronological; rather, taking 
inspiration from Vanessa Schwartz and Christopher Forth, I envision the present study as 
a “cultural constellation.”31  Just as individual stars shine brightly on their own, it is only 
by seeing their connection to other stars – different by designation, but similar in quality 
– that we begin to see the outlines of Orion’s belt or the Big Dipper’s handle.  To that 
end, this dissertation examines several different areas in which representations of 
deviance collided with spectacularization and consumer culture as case studies of 
deviance in the early Third Republic.  Of course, not every deviant act is going to be 
weighted the same in the eyes of the public, except to say that they are all dangerous for 
the existing order.  Each case study, however, will explore deviant acts by establishing 
the official context in which they are considered dangerous and then move on to discuss 
how the official representation contrasts with representations on a broader, popular level.  
In each case, popular discussions of deviance do not conform to the official view to some 
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Northern Illinois University Press, 2001), 10; Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, 7-12. 
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degree, and on the whole reveal that widespread acceptance of medico-legal panopticism 
was anything but assured. 
 Chapter one establishes the material preconditions necessary for the re-
imagination of deviance that occurred in the Third Republic.  In particular, I argue that 
the exponential growth of urban areas in the industrial age made older forms of social 
control impracticable.  Whereas once deviants were physically placed “on the margins” 
of society by expulsion from the social body, modern urban society reincorporated 
deviants into society by transforming removal into rehabilitation.  Additionally, this 
intellectual shift was accompanied by political and material changes that complimented 
the new concept of deviance by sharing the medico-legal profession’s anticlericalism, as 
well as its fear of the urban crowd.  Finally, the growth of the city entailed new modes of 
seeing, particularly in the wake of Baron Haussmann’s reconstruction of Paris, such that 
the idea of sight and surveillance became critical to the medico-legal project.  Ultimately, 
the concurrent development of medico-legal explanations of deviance with contemporary 
flânerie and urban spectacle invited the public to see as much as it was seen. 
 Chapter two examines anarchism as a literal representation of the revolutionary 
fears that legal medicine helped to combat.  For the medico-legists, anarchism was an 
inherently flawed political philosophy that, in its very nature, belied the irrationality and 
madness of the anarchist.  Thus marginalized, the medico-legal establishment performed 
its purported duty to erect rigid borders and boundaries between normal and abnormal 
behavior to uphold the bourgeois order of the Third Republic.  This proscriptive 
relationship, however, was challenged by the inherently spectacular nature of the 
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anarchist attacks of the late nineteenth century.  While it was imperative to prosecute 
anarchists for their bloody assassinations and bomb attacks, the denial of political agency 
embodied in medico-legal descriptions of anarchism presented a number of ideological 
conflicts with republican liberalism.  Consequently, while equally condemning the 
anarchists’ actions, the debate over anarchism in the mass press reveals a concerted effort 
to question the medicalization of rebellion by describing anarchism in non-medicalized 
terms, and most importantly, the language of spectacle embodied by the theater. 
 Chapter three examines the intersection of legal medicine with boulevard culture 
by first postulating that the medico-legal establishment saw spectacularization as integral 
to the legitimation of both the medico-legal project (by educating citizens to be vigilant 
members of the panoptic machine), and by consequence, legitimating their profession as 
the arbiters of truth and the protectors of scientifically verifiable knowledge.  In constrast, 
the chapter examines naturalist literature as a parallel cultural nexus between legal 
medicine and consumer culture.  Although ostensibly upholding the medico-legal project 
by asserting the positivistic and observable nature of human character, naturalist literature 
also applies these same observations to the doctors themselves, revealing them to be just 
as motivated by their prejudices as others.  By acting as a separate “third eye,” the eye of 
the consumer of naturalist literature, the naturalist author acts as an observer of the 
observer, thus providing another layer to the visual relationships upon which the 
Panopticon operates.  In so doing, the naturalist observes the foibles and prejudices of the 
doctors and politicians and ironically pokes holes in the medico-legal framework from 
within it. 
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 Chapter four explores the use of medico-legal tropes in pornographic literature.  
While others have argued that medico-legal frameworks that reified and marginalized 
“deviant” sexuality shaded the understanding of sexuality in the fin-de-siècle, I suggest 
that the use of medico-legal tropes in erotic literature created spaces of possible 
autonomy and resistance to stigmatization rather than stigmatization only.  My study, 
then, questions the degree to which the public internalized the mechanisms of 
panopticism as embodied by legal medicine.  In these works, the consumer of 
pornography is meant to identify with the deviant, rather than identify in opposition, and 
therefore validate deviant sexuality and reject the stigmatizing and normalizing 
imperative of the medico-legal project.  Rather than being stigmatized and proscribed, the 
embrace of non-normative modes of sexuality resulted in a new sense of freedom that 
existed beyond the watchful eyes of the scientist or the law. 
 Finally, chapter five represents the ultimate integration of the role of the medico-
legist, the idea of deviance in French society, and the spectacle of the boulevards with a 
consideration of the Théâtre du Grand Guignol, a small theater in the bohemian outskirts 
of Paris whose specialty was the spectacularization of deviance in a series of gruesome 
horror plays.  In the plays of the Grand Guignol, the order established by medico-legal 
discourse is frequently overturned in stories where the so-called deviants – the criminals, 
the insane, or the degenerate – ironically become heroes as they exact revenge on those 
that seek to define and marginalize them.  In these plays, the doctors or the police are, 
more often than not, the true criminals in a perverse parody of their ostensible social 
roles.  Under the watchful eyes of the audience – the viewed reviewing their viewers – 
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these figures are unmasked for what they really are.  The audience experiences catharsis 
and leaves assured that the deterministic theories of legal medicine and the political order 
they supported did not preclude one’s right to political and social self-determination. 
 By looking at these case studies all together, one can see that the small spaces 
within the larger discourse of medicalization and normalization developed as pockets of 
resistance to the deterministic theories and practices that dominated the official discourse 
of purity and danger.  The newspapers showed cautious resistance against a social and 
political ideology that denied rational political dissent.  In naturalist literature, 
purportedly at the heart of the medico-legal project, the novelist begins to question 
medico-legal authority by giving the deviant a voice.  In erotic literature, medico-legal 
definitions are accepted in name only to be rejected in spirit.  And ultimately, on stage at 
the Grand Guignol, the dominant order is overturned as the abject deviant of the clinical 
gaze turns its eyes on its observer.  In each, the entrance of medico-legal discourse into 
the public sphere of consumer culture not only helped to spread the doctrines of legal 
medicine, but also opened them up to public scrutiny. 
 In recent narratives about boulevard culture and spectacular realities, the eyes of 
the outcast are downcast.  I want to tell a different story.  Following Martin Jay’s 
encouragement to map out a “plurality of scopic regimes,” I move from the center of 
medico-legal authority – the Salpêtrière hospital – to the banlieue, the border region 
between order and chaos.  Here we find, among other de-centered loci of discourses of 
deviance, the Théâtre du Grand Guignol, yet another spectacular stage whose scopic 
regime is of a wholly different order: a gigantic grotesque parody of the clinic in which 
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the audience perversely identifies with the deviant and experiences catharsis as 
authorities are shamed for revenge, horrifically disfigured, and ultimately displaced.  
What drew the crowds to the Théâtre du Grand Guignol on May 2, 1908, was not simply 
the expectation of a gruesome spectacle of blood and human cruelty that would appeal 
only to the prurient interests of Parisian society.  Rather, the popularity of such plays as 
Une leçon à la Salpêtrière – and other spectacles in which the deviant took center stage – 
spoke to the desire of all Parisians, in light of the conflicted and contradictory history of 
the early Third Republic, to choose free will over deterministic theories of behavior and 
to reflexively subject the Panopticon of the modern state to the gaze of the mass public.  
When Claire, the neglected and abused patient of André de Lorde’s imagination, throws 
acid in the face of the doctor that ignored her, she also proclaimed her own subjectivity.  
With upcast eyes, the outcast turns the tables.  As Mary Douglas says, there is dangerous 
power in the margins. 
 38 
CHAPTER I 
THE LIVING MUSEUM 
I.  INTRODUCTION 
The Salpêtrière hospital in Paris has had a long and peculiar history.  During the 
ancien régime, it had served as a gunpowder factory, a dumping ground for the poor of 
Paris, a prison for prostitutes, and an asylum for epileptics and the criminally insane.  
During the French Revolution the prostitutes had been liberated, but during the reign of 
Napoleon I and the Bourbon Restoration that followed, the Salpêtrière had resumed 
numerous of its former functions, especially in its role as a madhouse.1  For many, by the 
mid-nineteenth century, the Salpêtrière had become associated with some of the most 
unsavory elements of society by frequently housing the outcast, the degenerate, and, 
ultimately, the insane.  Geographically located beyond the city proper, however, the 
Salpêtrière also represented safety form such elements as a repository for unwanted social 
elements wherein they could be physically removed from the social body of Paris. 
 The symbolic safety thus provided, however, was not to last, as a number of 
political, social, and material changes in the nineteenth century challenged the status quo 
and necessitated a new approach to the problem of deviance and its relation to the social 
body.  The legacy of the twin revolutions of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, the industrial revolution in Great Britain and political revolution in France, 
fundamentally disrupted the process of physical ejection in two specific ways.  First, the 
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renewed republicanism of the late nineteenth century disallowed a social view of 
deviance that alienated those designated as deviants from their presumably inherent 
rights.  Second, and more distressingly than the ideological conflicts of political theory, 
the expanding needs of industrial urban centers also necessitated physical expansion of 
the city borders, thus incorporating into the city center what once had been relegated to 
the margins.  What once was marginalized was now in the center of the social body, and 
the institution that had previously guaranteed safety – the Salpêtrière – had to evolve as 
well. 
 During the 1860s, the city of Paris expanded immensely, incorporating several of 
the outlying communes in a massive urban reconstruction project headed by the 
Napoleon III’s Prefect of the Seine, the self-designated Baron Georges Haussmann.  
Situated in the thirteenth arrondissement, and incorporated into the city of Paris in 1860, 
the Salpêtrière and its inhabitants were hardly the kind of citizens that the Emperor or his 
Prefect wanted inside the capital of the bourgeois Second Empire.  Symbolically, the 
barrier between inside and outside, between purity and danger, had collapsed and a 
reinvention of the barrier would be necessary.  The present chapter explores that 
reinvention by examining the political and material conditions under which the deviant 
came to be redefined as an object to be rehabilitated and controlled rather than expelled.  
Specifically, the chapter investigates the relationship between the rise of scientific 
positivism as a force for social control and the role that sight and vision played in 
maintaining this system of control.  As medico-legists became the symbolic guardians of 
society, their role as scientific observers reinforced the idea that they were uniquely 
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qualified to police the boundary between purity and danger.  At the same time, however, 
a parallel emerging culture of observation and spectacle developed on the boulevards that 
significantly informed the new concept of deviance and the visual power of the medico-
legist. 
Theoretically, the ejection of the diseased from the social body is both a literal 
and figurative representation of Mary Douglas’ anthropological system of ritual purity 
and danger.  In Douglas’ scheme, we maintain a coherent sense of self by categorizing 
matter and experience; however, these ordered systems of thought can only exist through 
a process of abjection in which anything that contravenes our classificatory system of 
matter or experience becomes rejected, ignored, or made to fit within our preconceived 
orderly categories.2  In other words, the creation of a coherent identity relies on a 
categorical system of symbols that organizes experience, creating a symbolic “pure 
inside” and “dangerous outside” to which we banish those things that cause confusion or 
chaos in our orderly system.  The boundary between these symbolic locations is wholly 
defined by the figure of the abject – that which does not fit into our preconceived “pure 
inside.”  Building on this theoretical framework, both Sander Gilman and Susan Sontag 
emphasize the maintenance of these symbolic borders through the means of projection, or 
creating a symbolic geographical distance between the pure “self” (either individual or 
collective) and a diseased Other.  In Gilman’s words,  
It is the fear of collapse, the sense of dissolution, which contaminates the Western 
image of all diseases [...] But the fear we have of our own collapse does not 
                                                
2 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An analysis of the concepts of pollution and taboo (New York: 
Routledge, 1966), 36-38. 
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remain internalized.  Rather, we project this fear onto the world in order to 
localize it and, indeed, to domesticate it.  For once we locate it, the fear of our 
own dissolution is removed.  Then it is not we who totter on the brink of collapse, 
but rather the Other.3 
 
 Historically, the symbolic boundary between purity and danger had been 
maintained, in most instances, through a simple process of excision, as a malignant tumor 
is removed to prevent its spread to the rest of the body.  The formation of leper colonies 
during the Middle Ages is one example among many; another is Foucault’s description of 
seventeenth century Parisians, faced with what they perceived to be an ever-increasing 
tide of “madness,” loading the mentally ill onto a “ship of fools” and sailing it down the 
Seine, with no particular destination in mind.4  By the eighteenth century, such 
Enlightenment philosophes as Cesare Beccaria were advocating that “banishment should 
be imposed on those who have been accused of an atrocious crime and whose guilt is 
probable, though not certain,” showing that, while reason reigned supreme in the siècle 
des lumières, the solution to the problem of deviance was still the same – remove the 
abnormality from the social body.5 
 In the nineteenth century, the focus shifted from removal of the deviant to 
treatment and rehabilitation.  This shift in mentality, however, did not necessarily make 
society more comfortable with the presence of unproductive and irrational elements of 
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the social body, and well into the nineteenth century physicians and scientists of different 
types continually suggested banishment, removal, and confinement, albeit to facilities or 
locations that might better alleviate the suffering of the insane.  With the rapid pace of 
urban industrial development, however, the system of removal and banishment became 
increasingly untenable, particularly in the cities.  Paris, above all, as the representative 
“head” of the social body, became a symbolic battleground on which the medico-legal 
establishment could exercise its frequently anti-modernist rhetoric.  As urban growth 
increasingly prevented the physical distancing of the patient or the criminal, the collapse 
of the geographical boundary necessitated a restructuring of the symbolic boundary by 
distancing the other through language that re-imagined the deviant in terms of 
rehabilitation and normalization. 
 Such re-imagining, moreover, relied heavily on the processes of observation, that 
is, the act of seeing, in order firmly to establish the symbolic boundaries that collapsed 
with the physical relocation of the margins of society.  In any of a multitude of newly 
emerging academic disciplines of the late nineteenth century, the issue of sight is of 
utmost importance, from Charcot’s location of recognizable “hysterogenic zones” on the 
body of a hysteric to the anthropometry and mug shot system of criminal anthropologist 
Alphonse Bertillon.6  As Michel Foucault has argued, surveillance and control of the 
“disciplinary society,” from the eighteenth century onward, relied heavily on panopticism 
– the ability of a representative government to maintain order through the citizens’ 
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constant fear of being watched.  In Foucault’s words, the bourgeois juridico-political 
structures of the eighteenth century “guaranteed a system of rights that were egalitarian in 
principle,” and were supported by “all those systems of micro-power that are essentially 
non-egalitarian and asymmetrical that we call disciplines” through a system of coercive 
sight and surveillance.7  By the late nineteenth century, the medico-legal establishment 
and its perception of the world through the lens of pathologization had become one of the 
dominant power structures through which this surveillance operated.8  The medico-legal 
establishment, moreover, based its exclusive authority in the realm of deviance and social 
control on the very nature of this panoptic power.  As the watchmen of society, the 
medico-legists were uniquely charged with defining, through careful observation, the 
parameters of acceptable behavior in a self-reinforcing cycle of visual control. 
 The present chapter, then, seeks to expand on Foucault’s explanation of the role 
of sight and visualization by situating the medico-legal focus on sight within the broader 
context of urban spectacle and boulevard culture of Paris that emerged at the end of the 
nineteenth century.  In addition to providing the medico-legist with the intellectual 
capacity and knowledge to define issues of deviance and social control, the idea of sight 
and observation was an integral part of the emerging mass culture of fin-de-siècle Paris, 
which consequently had a great impact on such institutions as the Salpêtrière which were 
now very much a part of that same urban mass culture. 
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 And so we come back to the Salpêtrière.  Safely ensconced within the city limits 
of Paris, the physical proximity of the deviant to the representative “head” of the social 
body necessitated a new language of deviance that served multiple ends.  First, such 
language transformed the idea of social control from a language of expulsion to one of 
rehabilitation and normalization that was consonant with an emerging anticlerical 
republican rhetoric in the late nineteenth century.  Additionally, however, the new 
concept of deviance also transformed the role of the medico-legist.  In particular, the 
doctor, the scientist, and the clinician were charged with protecting society, a 
guardianship maintained by extensive knowledge gained through the clinical gaze.  
Finally, the clinical gaze formed a method of social control based on sight and 
observation that emerged and collided with a mass culture founded on spectacle and 
spectatorship that developed at the same time.  Consequently, the history of the medico-
legal gaze is also that of the public gaze, and that is the subject of the discussion that 
follows. 
 
II.  MEDICINE AND POLITICS 
Scholars of deviance have amply demonstrated the myriad ways in which ideas of 
deviance and politics developed together in late nineteenth-century France.  
Ideologically, legal medicine and late nineteenth-century republican politics shared a 
great many elements in common – a shared antipathy to religious or clerical power over 
social issues, an affinity for reason and rationality as a guide to governance, and a shared 
commitment to the republican ideal that political equality did not combine well with 
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state-sanctioned exile, expulsion, or marginalization.  This section of the present chapter 
describes the political transformations that created the precondition for the rise of 
positivism and the role of the doctor in maintaining the border between purity and 
danger. 
By the 1870s, in the early years of the Third Republic, the medico-legal 
establishment had firmly placed itself in a position of authority such that any discussion 
of deviance, morality, social obligation, criminality, health, or madness was virtually 
unthinkable without the aid of an expert scientist.  The investment of legal medicine with 
scientific, juridico-political, or moral authority, however, was not achieved by positivist 
certitude alone.  As historians of the professionalization of these disciplines have amply 
pointed out, the historical development of such cultural authority is inseparable from the 
context of competing ideologies, social structures, and political agendas that defined 
nineteenth-century France.  In particular, the increasing laicization of French politics and 
the ideological foundations of the new republican order relied on medico-legal science to 
provide sound, rationalistic underpinnings to the precepts upon which the political order 
was founded. 
As Foucault argues in The History of Sexuality, nineteenth-century psychiatrists 
(and, it is safe to add, criminologists, legists, pathologists, and anthropologists) and their 
systems of pathological classification were constructed as “machineries of power” whose 
purpose was to construct order out of perceived chaos.  Foucault explains that, rather than 
suppressing the multitude of perversions present in Victorian society, psychiatrists and 
other medico-legal professionals aimed to give these perversions “an analytical, visible, 
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and permanent reality: it was implanted in bodies, slipped in beneath modes of conduct, 
made into a principle of classification and intelligibility, established as a raison d’être 
and a natural order of disorder.”9  In effect, the observation, classification, and control of 
these abnormalities served as a symbolic exertion of control in a rapidly changing 
Europe.  The legacy of the French and Industrial Revolutions died hard.  In the specific 
instance of nineteenth-century France, historians have employed Foucault’s argument to 
explore the ways in which medico-legal “machineries of power” evolved in the French 
context. 
Intellectual historians have traced the development of medico-legal theory, 
particularly as it pertained to intellectual and political thinking of the nineteenth century.  
Building on the Foucauldian power/knowledge model of the development of the human 
sciences, several notable works have elaborated on the idea of Foucault’s paradigm shift.  
While Foucault argued that the pathologizing discourses of the nineteenth century arose 
out of the shift from eighteenth century rationalism (embodied by such Enlightenment 
philosophes as Cesare Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham) to nineteenth century positivism, 
Daniel Pick and Jan Goldstein, fore example, have described this paradigm shift as being 
one of gradual change intricately linked to the development of other power structures.  In 
Goldstein’s view, pathological theories (notably in the field of psychiatry) often mirrored 
the growing secularization of the French state in the psychiatric profession’s attempt to 
distance itself from religious authorities.10  For Pick, medico-legal thought, and 
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particularly the concept of degeneration, was entwined not only with secularization, but 
also with the ebb and flow of political idealism in the nineteenth century.  As he argues, 
theories of degeneration helped to “displace deep concerns about the genealogy of 
history” by placing agency – and thereby placing political failure – onto the problem of 
atavistic inheritance.11  These scholars have amply demonstrated the concurrent 
development of legal medicine and the French state through their shared intellectual 
basis, that is, the distancing of politics and science from religion and the explanation of 
the failures of the political idealism of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
Taking the intellectualism of nineteenth-century clinicians and politicians as a 
starting point, some scholars of the history of deviance and medicine have situated the 
intellectual histories of medico-legal discourse within a broader social and cultural 
context.  Robert Nye, for example, has argued that a “medical concept of national 
decline” developed throughout the belle époque in a reciprocal relationship between the 
lay public and the professional communities of doctors, medico-legists, criminologists, 
and anthropologists.  For Nye, in the belle époque, an essentially medical model of 
national health was appealing because it helped explain, and offered remedies for, 
declining French population from 1872 to 1911 coupled with the fear of a militarized and 
aggressive Germany – a phenomenon all too familiar in the wake of the French defeat in 
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the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871.12  By coupling public concerns over the strength 
of the French state with the general physical and mental health of the nation, moreover, 
every issue of public policy came to need its own medical expert.  As Nye explains, “In 
their capacity as the guardians of public hygiene, doctors and other specialists responded 
with great sensitivity to the needs and the concerns of popular opinion and public 
officials, integrating new sources of anxiety into a medical model of cultural crisis.”13  
Citing apprehension over such public policy issues as alcoholism, abortion, women’s 
rights, and capital punishment (all of which posed various ideological challenges to the 
Third Republic), Nye has shown that from the 1870s to the years just prior to World War 
I the French state, and the French public, were heavily invested in the ability of medical 
and legal professionals to prevent national decline. 
Recent scholarship, then, has amply demonstrated that medico-legal institutions 
and intellectuals in the belle époque were deeply embedded in the French state and 
society on an ideological, political, and cultural basis.  In particular, what these studies 
show is that the Third Republic can be said to have depended on the legitimacy of 
medico-legal thought to maintain the ideological and social underpinnings of the 
republican state.  The collapse of Napoleon III’s empire in 1870 revealed the fractious 
nature of French politics in the absence of a strong central authority; what legal medicine, 
psychiatry, and anthropology provided was a scientific justification for movement away 
from the imperial legacy and toward a stable republic.  French republicans disliked the 
                                                
12 Robert A. Nye, Crime, Madness, & Politics in Modern France (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984), 134-138. 
13 Ibid., 172. 
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alliance of church and monarchy that had been de rigueur in the ancien régime and 
reprised during the Second Empire; throughout the nineteenth century French 
psychiatrists had tried to distance themselves from their association with religious 
institutions.  In its opposition to royalist or conservative corporatism, republicanism was 
predicated on the right of independent individuals to participate freely in the social 
contract; anthropologists explored human origins and development from individual 
hunter-gatherers to mass civilization.  Fearing revolution, the bourgeois republican 
government viewed collectivist socialism with a wary eye; sociologists decried crowds 
and collectivism as degenerate and irrational.  Republican society viewed women’s rights 
and working-class life with suspicion; medico-legists reinforced social structures with 
theories on the degenerative effects of slum life and the susceptibility of women to 
hysteria.  Whatever the potential threat to the bourgeois republican order of the Third 
Republic – resurgent royalism, conservative Catholicism, revolutionary anarcho-
socialism, or societal disintegration – legal medicine was ready with counter-arguments, 
scientific theories, and case histories as evidence that the existing order was as it should 
be. 
In a society trying to distance itself from the past, and at the same time exhibiting 
an extreme paranoia at the potential damage and dislocation that followed political and 
social upheaval, the barrier between normal, healthy behavior and abnormal, deviant, or 
degenerate behavior became one of paramount importance.  The extensive policing of 
behavior through medico-legal discourse in the late nineteenth century reflects one way, 
and perhaps the dominant way, in which French society of the fin-de-siècle attempted to 
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control the presence of dangerous, polluting elements in society while at the same time 
adhering to the republican ideals upon which the new political regime was founded.  In 
Mary Douglas’ essential work on the way in which societies establish the boundaries 
between “purity” and “danger,” the purity, or health, of an individual body is 
symbolically linked to the social body as a whole.  For Douglas, rituals of purity “work 
upon the body politic through the symbolic medium of the physical body.”14  In a 
democratic society such as the Third Republic, a society searching for legitimacy in a 
highly charged international political atmosphere, the physical body and its health stood 
as a sign not only of public health, but of the health of the culture, the government, and 
the relative strength of France in terms of European politics.  The isolation and control of 
deviance, in any of its forms, was symbolically essential to the viability of France as a 
nation. 
Thus it was that the idea of rehabilitation of the deviant became one of the 
standard tropes of French social thought on deviance.  Republicanism was predicated, in 
theory, on the inclusion of many atomized individuals into the body politic.  Under such a 
system, the continued exile of unwanted or antagonistic elements of the social body 
would run counter to the ideological claims upon which republicanism had based its 
legitimacy.  At the same time, the inclusion of deviant elements in society necessitated a 
new approach that would adhere to republican principles, but also maintain a symbolic 
distance between the contagion that deviance represented and the social body that 
required protection.  In this ideological matrix, the authority of the figure of the male 
                                                
14 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 129. 
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doctor, the scientist, or the medico-legist was substantially magnified.  Distinguished by 
his highly specialized training, the doctor was the ideal symbol through which order 
could be maintained by representing a rational, scientific approach to deviance that 
promised alleviation or reduction of degenerate behavior under the watchful eye of the 
physician. 
 
III.  THE RISE OF POSITIVISM 
 In addition to the political considerations pursuant to the shift from empire to 
republic and the material considerations of the rise of urbanism, the reinvention of 
deviance required an attendant validation of legal medicine and positivist culture.  To 
many, the idea that one’s environment or family history could affect one’s own actions 
seemed as arcane and mysterious as the revelatory nature of religion or the strange 
workings of the occult.  Indeed, such an idea ran contrary to the idea of humanity that had 
taken hold since the Enlightenment, namely, that by virtue of human reason, people are 
capable of making reasonable choices as to their own actions.  Even further, in the new 
political climate of the Third Republic, the very legitimacy of republican politics could be 
undermined by the belief that forces other than intellect and reason might govern human 
actions, as shall be explored further in the next chapter.  After all, if the government was 
to be chosen by the masses for the masses, the idea that people could act irrationally 
because of forces beyond their control threatened to undermine the idea of a rational 
electorate.  In such a socio-political climate, the need to cultivate a culture of positivism 
was essential not only to legitimate legal medicine as a profession, but also to lend an 
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intellectual underpinning to many of the ideological precepts that linked legal medicine 
with the broader socio-political complex. 
 Medicine and the law had, at times, a very strained relationship throughout the 
early nineteenth century.  The psychiatric profession became tied to state interests 
politically with the passage of the asylum law of 1838, which mandated the creation of a 
nationwide system of insane asylums staffed by a faculty of full-time medical 
professionals, while the creation of professional associations continued to be a strenuous 
affair.  Since the Revolution, the government was wary of any professional association 
that might have interests contrary to those of the state.  As the nineteenth century wore 
on, the state’s fear was not necessarily paranoid, as the government and various 
professionals in the human sciences frequently disagreed on ideological grounds, 
particularly during the Second Empire.  Although the Bonapartist regime strongly backed 
the asylum system, and thus maintained a certain level of support for medico-legal 
experts, the increasingly anticlerical rhetoric of legal medicine, anthropology, and 
psychiatry was troublesome to a regime that was sympathetic to the church.15  It was not 
until the beginning of the Third Republic, and the coming to prominence of such 
extremely anticlerical leaders as Léon Gambetta, that the professionals saw their chance 
to fully impart to the public their ability to be arbiters of truth based on materialist 
sciences. 
 The change in political ideology that occurred in 1870-1871, however, was not 
sufficient in itself to bring the medico-legal sciences the political and cultural validation 
                                                
15 Goldstein, Console and Classify, 339-363. 
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that the professionals desired.  By the 1880s, medical education in France had been well 
established, but most of these professionals worked independently of each other in 
isolated communities, and frequently encountered opposition, particularly from the 
clergy, who saw the materialist science of anthropologists and medical professionals as 
atheistic and immoral.  Notably, between 1871 and 1914, 358 physicians were elected to 
the Chamber of Deputies or the Senate, most of them running on republican platforms.  
Certainly, the impetus to engage in public service was accompanied by a need to bridge 
the gap between the scientific work of the profession and the way that the public viewed 
the profession.16  As anticlericalism gained a foothold in the public eye, so did the 
materialism of the medico-legal establishment.17  To further this end, the medico-legal 
professions were actively engaged in a public relations campaign to bolster their own 
standing in the public view. 
 This legitimizing impulse is frequently found in contemporary medico-legal 
literature.  Authors frequently claim that scientific observation alone is responsible for 
determining absolute truth.  Most often, this pretension was used to set the medico-legist 
against religion and the law.  By claiming its scientific, rational, positivist roots, the 
medico-legal profession placed itself against the “revealed” truths of religion, and against 
the state’s contention that the law determines what lies inside and outside the bounds of 
“normal” behavior.  Thus carving a place for itself independent of both religion (with 
which it had been struggling for most of the nineteenth century) and the law, the medico-
                                                
16 Jack D. Ellis, The physician-legislators of France: Medicine and Politics in the Early Third Republic, 
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17 Hecht, End of the Soul, 132-134. 
 54 
legal establishment could rhetorically legitimize itself as the sole arbiter of 
unimpeachable truth.  As Charcot stated in one of his lectures on hysteria, the simple fact 
of medico-legal science is that “everything follows definite rules, – always the same, 
whether the case is met with in private or hospital practice, in all countries, all times, all 
races, in short universally.”18  Like most systems of knowledge, the scientific claims of 
the medico-legal establishment were understood by its representatives to be undeniable 
universal truths. 
 In contrast to religion, medico-legists claimed that their respective disciplines 
were not slaves to dogma, precisely because they were based on observable and verifiable 
phenomena.  As AmbroiseTardieu, a professor of the Faculté de Médecine in Paris and a 
doctor at the Hôtel-Dieu, stated in the preface to his Manuel de pathologie et de clinique 
médicales [Manual of Pathology and Clinical Medicine] (1873), “There is no longer, and 
without a doubt there never will be any longer, a dogmatic system in medicine; but there 
always will be principles and a proper scientific method that will manifest itself by the 
daily complete study of particular facts [...].”19  For the medico-legists, only the most 
detailed and exact observation that adhered to the precepts of a rigorous scientific method 
could yield progress, and ultimately, truth.  By virtue of so high a professional standard, 
the medico-legist, according to Tardieu, would never be “stopped by an opinion without 
                                                
18 Charcot, Clinical Lectures, 13. 
19 “Il n’y a plus, et il n’y aura plus sans doute, en médecine, de système dogmatique; mais il y aura toujours 
de principes et une méthode scientifique proper qui se manifesteront par l’étude de jour en jour plus 
complète des faits particuliers […].”  Ambroise Tardieu, Manuel de pathologie et de clinique médicales 
(Paris: Librairie Germer-Baillière, 1873), vi. 
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having laboriously weighed and carefully compared it with all the others [...].”20  One 
could be reasonably assured, then, that if trained experts stated something to be true, it 
would be true to the best of all available scientific knowledge. 
 Because of the rigorous process through which such truths could be ascertained, 
nineteenth-century medico-legists often claimed that they, and they alone, by virtue of 
their extensive training could be the voices of reason and objectivity.  Alexandre 
Lacassagne, for example, a professor of legal medicine at the Faculté de Lyon and one of 
the foremost medico-legists of the late nineteenth century, intimated in his numerous 
manuals that, if not for legal medicine, society would hardly be able to function at all.  In 
his Précis de médecine judiciaire [Handbook of Judicial Medicine] (1886), Lacassagne 
went to great lengths to explain the necessary coexistence of medicine and the law, 
emphasizing his hope that his manual would serve as a guidebook for both young doctors 
and young lawyers in the administration of justice.  In publishing the book, Lacassagne 
opined that “If we [the Faculté de Lyon] have succeeded in rendering the mission of the 
expert less burdensome, we will have aided the administration of Justice and therefore 
created a useful work.”21  The further Lacassagne goes on, however, the more one comes 
to realize the subtle rhetorical privilege that Lacassagne attributes to legal medicine in 
particular.  Lacassagne admits that the “doctor gets bogged down in judicial 
interpretations,” but at the same time the “jurist is stopped by technical discussions or by 
                                                
20 “[…] arrêté à une opinion sans l’avoir laborieusement pesée et soigneusement comparée à toutes les 
autres […].”  Ibid., viii. 
21 “Si nous avions réussi à rendre moins pénible la mission de l’expert, nous aurions rendu service à 
l’administration de la Justice et fait une œuvre utile.”  A. Lacassagne, Précis de médecine judiciaire (Paris: 
Imprimerie A. Lahure, 1886), iv. 
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scientific language,” an assertion that would seem to put the two disciplines on an equal 
footing.22  Later in the same discussion, Lacassagne makes the case for the 
indispensability of legal medicine to the practice of law, thereby privileging the medico-
legist by claiming for him sole authority over absolute truth.  In Lacassagne’s 
formulation, “The doctor, by his specialized studies, often permits the magistrate to come 
into possession of the truth,” and through his work he will consider his efforts rewarded if 
“we have been able to bring to light, and emphasize the importance of, the assistance that 
the medical profession brings to the functioning of justice, which is the highest and most 
indispensable institution of the social body.”23  For Lacassagne, without legal medicine, 
justice could never be served without a modicum of doubt in the veracity of its verdict. 
 Sometimes, the rhetorical positioning of the expert as the essential component in 
determining truth required twists of logic that seemed to defy reason.  These examples, 
however, served to show how deeply seated the yearning for order had become.  The 
most explicit examples comes from Tardieu’s Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux 
mœurs [Medico-Legal Study on Offenses Against Morality] (1878).  The work is a virtual 
compendium of “outrages against public morals,” including some of the more bizarre 
case histories in the majority of the works being explored here.  Even though some of the 
cases explored seem beyond plausibility, Tardieu claims in the opening paragraphs that 
these types of attacks often yield “medico-legal questions heretofore unseen” and that, as 
                                                
22 “[…] médecin s’embarrasse dans les interprétations juridiques”; “[…] juriste est arrêté par les 
discussions techniques ou par un langage scientifique […].”  Ibid., vi. 
23 “Le médecin, par ses études spéciales, permet souvent au magistrat d’arriver à la possession de la vérité 
[…]”; “[…] nous avions pu mettre en lumière et faire ressortir l’importance du concours que la profession 
médicale apporte au fonctionnement de la justice, c’est-à-dire de la plus haute et de la plus indispensable 
institution du corps social.”  Ibid., vii. 
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such, it fell to him, as a medico-legist, to “take up their examination and not neglect a 
single one of their aspects, not only in the confusion of the entirety, but in the most 
minute particularities and with the formal intention to reproduce, as faithfully as possible, 
in all their truthfulness, in all their rigorous exactitude, the multiple observations that 
have been given to me to collect for judicial expertise [...].”24  For Tardieu, the careful 
and complete examination of the most minute details would lead the medico-legist – one 
trained in the art of seeking out these details – to the absolute and incontrovertible truth, 
whereas others might fail.  Such rigorous examination, however, sometimes led Tardieu 
to make outlandish claims.  For example, while exploring the intricacies of culpability in 
rape cases, Tardieu virtually excludes all doctors from suspicion.  In one case history, the 
woman in question had been unconscious for a period of time in the presence of her 
doctor, and sometime after which she found herself mysteriously pregnant.  The 
suspicion naturally fell on the doctor who was present during her unconscious state, 
during which she obviously could not give consent to sexual acts.  Tardieu, however, 
made a different case that exonerated the doctor, based on the doctor’s professional 
sensibilities: 
“If one takes the woman’s story, one finds it in contradiction with all notions of 
science and experience.  A woman who has fainted does not feel, she analyzes 
nothing, she is insensible, as if dead; in this situation she is, to the doctor, an 
                                                
24 “[…] des questions médico-légales si imprévues […]”; “[…] reprendre l’examen en ne negligeant aucun 
de leurs aspects, en les considérant, non plus dans la confusion de l’ensemble, mais dans les plus 
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recueillir dans des expertises judiciaires […].”  Ambroise Tardieu, Étude médico-légale sur les attentats 
aux mœurs (Paris: Librairie J.-B. Baillière et Fils, 1878), 1. 
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object of fear or pity, and not an object of lust.  To feel while one has fainted is a 
contradiction; we cannot admit a fact so contrary to natural history.”25 
 
For Tardieu, the issue of consent was not even pertinent when it came to discussing the 
doctor’s alleged role in the crime; by virtue of his professional demeanor and training, the 
doctor was beyond such base motivations as lust.  Furthermore, any testimony to the 
contrary was a violation of “natural history” – the doctor is there to heal, not to harm.  By 
setting the doctor above and beyond even the possibility of wrongdoing, Tardieu cleverly 
and surreptitiously demonstrated his intention of instilling public confidence in the 
medico-legal professions. 
 Occasionally, as if to entrench themselves further within the political and social 
matrix, the French medico-legists speak in a populist-nationalist voice.  By describing the 
French medico-legal establishment as among the most advanced in the world, superior 
especially to the development of Germanic scientific thought, the French medico-legists 
often utilized such populist political themes as revanchisme in the wake of France’s 
disastrous defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, the loss of the provinces of Alsace and 
Lorraine and the proclamation of the German Empire in the palace of Versailles; it was 
such populism that contributed to a cultural mentality that later helped to breed a 
governmental crisis during the Boulanger episode in the 1880s and fuel rank anti-
Semitism during the Dreyfus Affair in the mid-1890s.  By constantly emphasizing the 
                                                
25 “Si l’on prend le récit de la femme, on le trouve en contradiction avec toutes les notions de la science et 
de l’expérience.  Une femme évanouie ne sent pas, elle n’analyse rien, elle est insensible, comme morte; 
dans cette situation elle est pour le médecin un objet de crainte ou de pitié, et non un objet de convoitise.  
Sentir lorsqu’on est en état de syncope est une contradiction; nous ne pouvons admettre un fait aussi 
contraire à l’histoire naturelle.”  Ibid., 139. 
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highly developed nature of French medico-legal sciences, the medico-legist presented not 
only a competent and highly trained medico-legal mind, but also symbolically linked the 
figure of the medico-legist with French patriotism.  For these scientists, and particularly 
Alexandre Lacassagne, the evolution of French medico-legal science was a clear 
indication of the superiority of French civilization over that of their neighbors to the east. 
 One of the most striking examples of the medico-legists’ populist impulse is in 
Lacassagne’s introduction to the Précis de médecine judiciaire, in which he offers a brief 
history of the development of legal medicine from classical antiquity to the late 
nineteenth century.  Throughout his narrative, Lacassagne frequently juxtaposes the 
enlightened development of French legal medicine against the barbaric Germanic 
civilizations.  Lacassagne, for example, notes the persistence of the “eye-for-an-eye” type 
of laws in the breakup of the Roman Empire as being a typically Germanic, and thus 
barbaric, remnant of Roman civilization.  Lacassagne then notes that this trend stopped 
when “Charlemagne made great efforts to oppose this Germanic tendency,” adding that, 
“In his Capitulaires, he said that judges must rely on the opinion of doctors.”26  For 
Lacassagne, if the so-called “Father of France,” in his wisdom, recognized the value of 
legal medicine against Germanic barbarism, then so should contemporary civilization.  
Nor, according to Lacassagne, did German backwardness did not end in the eight and 
ninth centuries.  His history of legal medicine notes that, well into the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, “Germanic judicial medicine, naturally mystical, was the last 
                                                
26 “Charlemagne fit de grands efforts pour s’opposer à cette tendance germanique […]”; “Dans ses 
Capitulaires, il dit que les juges doivent s’appuyer de l’avis des médecins.”  Lacassagne, Précis de 
médecine judiciaire, 6. 
 60 
refuge of superstitious ideas, to which the philosophical spirit of the French 
encyclopedists and savants must have showed ridicule or exhibited a sense of danger.”27  
For Lacassagne, the superstition of Germanic science would only begin to end in what he 
calls the période positive beginning in the middle of the eighteenth century – a 
movement, he is quick to note, that initially “happened entirely in France.”28 
 The various means through which the French medico-legists appealed to the 
public all served the same end, expressed most succinctly by the criminologist Émile 
Laurent in his work L’Anthropologie criminelle et les nouvelles théories du crime 
[Criminal Anthropology and New Theories on Crime] (1893).  For Laurent, the 
vulgarization of medical and anthropological theories was essential to the public’s 
capacity to understand, and control, deviance.  As Laurent writes: 
“But new theories are still not spread widely among the public, which does not 
dare to approach the reading in technical treatises and only receives an echo of 
them, often falsified in the newspapers.  They remain the exclusive domain of a 
small coterie of savants.  I believe that, in the interest of society, it would be good 
to spread them. 
 This is thus only a work of vulgarization that I wanted to attempt.” 29 
 
To correct false information the public may have received from the mass press, to instill 
confidence in the medico-legal establishment by clearly explaining how legal medicine 
                                                
27 “La médecine judiciaire germanique, naturellement mystique, fut le dernier refuge des idées 
superstitieuses, dont l’esprit philosophique des encyclopédistes et savants français devait montrer le 
ridicule ou le danger.”  Ibid., 15. 
28 “[…] se passe entièrement en France.”  Ibid., 17. 
29 “Mais les théories nouvelles sont encore répandues dans le grand public, qui n’ose en aborder la lecture 
dans les traités techniques et n’en reçoit qu’un écho souvent faussé par les journaux.  Elles restent 
l’apanage d’un petit cénacle de savants.  J’ai cru que, dans l’intérêt de la société, il serait bon de les 
répandre.  Ce n’est donc qu’une œuvre de vulgarisation que j’ai voulu tenter.”  Émile Laurent, 
L'Anthropologie criminelle et les nouvelles théories du crime (Paris: Société d'Éditions Scientifiques, 
1893), 5-6. 
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can control deviance, and for the general interest of society, the medico-legists of the late 
nineteenth century engaged, sometimes furtively, sometimes openly, in a public relations 
campaign to justify their medico-legal professions. 
 Such “vulgarization” of medico-legal discourse was an integral part of the 
medico-legal project to establish the medico-legist as the uniquely qualified guardian of 
society.  By enlightening the general public to issues of deviance and social control, the 
medico-legist also created a culture of positivism in which the scientist, through his 
specialization and training, became the model for Third Republican discourses of 
deviance and normality.  As we shall see in the next section, however, approaches to 
deviance also had to contend with the physical and material changes wrought by the 
development of modern industrial urban centers.  The combination of these two factors – 
the ideological and the material – resulted in a unique cultural nexus in which the vision 
of the medico-legist was intimately tied to the culture of the boulevards.  From that 
dynamic vantage point, the French medico-legal profession would succeed in convincing 
its public that new modes of seeing constituted an integral part of the maintenance of the 
borders between purity and danger. 
 
IV.  URBANIZATION AND ALIENATION 
 In addition to the political changes occurring in France in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, which in part resulted in the elevation of the medico-legist and the 
culture of positivism, a central component of the rhetorical transformation of deviance 
was the emergence of a highly urbanized culture and the material and social changes that 
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such urbanization precipitated.30  As early as the 1850s, the city confronted medico-legal 
theorists with a conundrum.  Expressed in terms of the dominant trope of the period, 
theorists questioned whether national degeneration – or hereditary atavism – was a 
regressive problem that operated independently of progress, or whether “the city, 
progress, civilization, and modernity were paradoxically the very agents of decline.”31  
The preeminent French theorist of degeneration, the doctor Bénédict Augustin Morel, 
argued that one’s social milieu had as much to do with one’s physical and mental state as 
heredity.  In his major work, Traité des dégénérescences physiques, intellectuelles et 
morales de l’espèce humaine et des causes qui produisent ces variétés maladives 
[Treatise on Physical, Intellectual, and Moral Degeneration of the Human Species and 
the Causes That Produce Such Sickly Variations] (1857), Morel often focuses his 
argument on the degenerative effects of industrial centers.  According to Morel, 
“habitation in overpopulated or unsanitary areas submits an organism to new causes of 
decline and consequently of degeneration.”32  Paris was no exception, as Morel found 
that “in almost all the large cities, I have found that vagabondage bears the same fruit [...] 
                                                
30 Cultural readings of Paris have dominated the study of the nineteenth-century city, in particular Priscilla 
Parkhurst Ferguson, Paris as Revolution: Writing the Nineteenth-Century City (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994); Christopher Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1992); Naomi Schor, “Cartes Postales: Representing Paris 1900,” Critical Inquiry 18 (Winter 
1992): 188-244.  With its particular emphasis on urban spectatorship and the role of female narratives of 
danger, this study has been influenced by Judith Walkowitz's work on Victorian London in City of 
Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 15-39. 
31 Pick, Faces of degeneration, 106. 
32 “[…] l’habitation dans des centre strop populeux ou malsains, soumettent l’organisme à de nouvelles 
causes de dépérissement et conséquemment de dégénérescence.”  B.A. Morel, Traité des dégénérescences 
physiques, intellectuelles et morales et des causes qui produisent ces variétés maladives (Paris: J.B. 
Baillière, 1857), 50. 
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the young detainee of Manchester and Edinburgh resembles that of Paris.”33  For Morel, 
such “overpopulated and unsanitary areas” were breeding grounds for the abuse of 
alcohol, venereal excess, and malnutrition (albeit, apparently only among the “poorer 
classes”), and consequently the asylums for the city’s aliénés were nothing “if not the 
concentration of the principal degenerations of the human species[.]”34 
 Well into the late nineteenth century, medico-legists continually preferred the 
atmosphere of country living to that of the city, but for a different purpose.  In keeping 
with the idea of rehabilitation (as opposed to physical exile), the country became integral 
to the alleviation and cure of maladies brought on by the nervous destabilization that 
came with urban living.  The prescribed treatments for a wide range of ailments required 
removal to the country as a form of vacation.  Such prescriptions focused on the 
separation of the afflicted from the temptations of urban life in an attempt to cure the 
individual, while still removing him or her from the city so as not to infect the social 
body.  Even Morel, who favored fixing the social environment as a means of reducing the 
degenerative effects of urban societies, realized that nothing outdid country living as the 
healthiest way of life to which one could aspire.  “Far from their daily work, as in days 
past,” wrote Morel in 1857, “one takes air and light as a prelude to their definitive liberty 
in according them the ability to walk outside and to enjoy the spectacle of nature, an 
inexpressible happiness that extracts from an insane unfortunate these simple but sad 
                                                
33 “[…] dans toutes, ou presque toutes les grandes villes, j’ai trouvé que cette existence vagabonde portait 
les mêmes fruits […] le jeune détenu de Manchester et d’Edimbourg ressemble à celui de Paris […].”  
Ibid., 660. 
34 “[…] sinon la concentration des principales dégénérescences de l’espèce humaine[.]”  Ibid., 77. 
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words: Ah!  How it is wonderful to see the sun!”35  Morel was by no means alone in this 
belief.  Ambroise Tardieu, in order to treat a condition called “satyriasis” – a malady 
characterized by male hypersexuality – prescribed in his Manuel de pathologie “the most 
absolute calm, the most complete repose, study, manual labor [...] life in the country to 
correct, by a proper life, the deregulation of the imagination and the loss of the senses 
that engenders satyriasis.”36  The manual offers similar prescriptions for a number of 
ailments including nymphomania and hysteria.37  Tardieu does not specifically warn of 
the dangers of the city in his manual (except in a brief allusion to “political civilization,” 
noted below), but by prescribing vacations to the country, he encourages his readers to 
assume that only urban residents succumb to such afflictions.  For patients, the bucolic 
countryside provided a necessary reprieve from the pressures of urban life and at the 
same time served once again to purify the social body of the city. 
 The idea of the degenerative nature of modern life endured throughout the latter 
half of the nineteenth century.  As late as the 1890s, and even into the early years of the 
twentieth century, medico-legal experts were decrying the deleterious effects of urban 
living.  In his monumental work Entartung (1892), written while he was in Paris as a 
foreign correspondent for the Vossische Zeitung of Berlin, Max Nordau explained that, 
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definitive en leur accordant la faculté de se promener au dehors et de jouir du spectacle de la nature, 
Bonheur inexprimable qui arrachait à un malheureux insensé ces simples mais douleureuses paroles: Ah! 
qu’il est beau de voir le soleil!”  B.A. Morel, Y a-t-il plus d'aliénés aujourd'hui qu'autrefois? ou De 
l'influence de la civilisation sur le développement de la folie (Rouen: Imprimerie de Alfred Péron, 1857), 9. 
36 “[…] le calme le plus absolu, le repos le plus complet, l’étude, les travaux manuels […] la vie à la 
campagne de manière à corriger par un genre de vie convenable ces dérèglements d’imagination et ces 
transports des sens qui engendrent le satyriasis.”  Tardieu, Manuel de pathologie, 577. 
37 Ibid., 577-598. 
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“The inhabitant of a large town, even the richest, who is surrounded by the 
greatest luxury, is continually exposed to unfavourable influences which diminish 
his vital powers far more than what is inevitable.  He breathes an atmosphere 
charged with organic detritus; he eats stale, contaminated, adulterated food; he 
feels himself in a state of constant state of nervous excitement, and one can 
compare him without exaggeration to the inhabitant of a marshy district.”38   
 
For Nordau, the idea of degeneration in the city was perhaps an even more terrifying 
prospect than for Morel, because of its increasing potential to pollute the social body.  
Nordau frequently explains that the real danger of degeneration is not the fact that it 
happens, but the fact that, in a mass society, increasing numbers of citizens will come 
into contact with such degenerative elements.  As Nordau states, in his almost 
apocalyptic description of the fin-de-siècle, “At the present time [i.e., 1892] an 
incomparably larger portion of the whole population is subjected to the destructive 
influences of large towns [...] hence the number of victims is proportionately more 
striking.”39  In Nordau’s logic, the connection between the increasing exposure to the city 
and the subsequent decay of society was all too obvious, for “[p]arallel with the growth 
of large towns is the increase in the number of degenerates of all kinds [...]”40 
                                                
38 Max Nordau, Degeneration [Entartung], trans. not named (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1993 [orig. pub. 1892]), 35.  The use of Nordau's Entartung to explain facets of French views on 
deviance and modern life is a bit problematic, in that Nordau was writing, in German, for primarily German 
audiences, and motivated by German nationalist concerns.  Thus, it is not at all surprising that, as a 
commentator on French society, he saw decadence and degeneration rampant among the urban population 
of Germany's chief rival.  That said, however, the insights that Nordau reports are not so far from 
contemporary French sources as to make them completely unreliable; scholars like Daniel Pick have even 
described Nordau has having thought highly of contemporary France and used it as a model against which 
to point out weaknesses in places like England, Italy, and Germany.  Furthermore, Nordau's views were 
often adopted by the French in promoting socio-political agendas, a view that shows that at least a 
significant population of contemporary French saw their own culture as Nordau did.  For more information, 
see George L. Mosse, introduction to Degeneration by Max Nordau, trans. not named (Lincoln, Nebraska: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1993), xiii-xxxvi; Pick, Faces of degeneration, 24-25. 
39 Nordau, Degeneration, 36. 
40 Ibid. 
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 The precise causes of degeneration in urban environments vary from theorist to 
theorist.  For Morel, in the mid-nineteenth century, the causes seemed to stem from one’s 
own manner of living.  In an address to the Académie Impériale des Sciences in Rouen 
on August 7, 1857, Morel argued that it was “well established” that the number of aliénés 
is considerable in “all the places where human activity is deployed in an exaggerated 
manner in the sense of material interests, pleasures and refinements of luxury, extreme 
instances of poverty and the incessant fights that provoke the conquest of social 
positions.”41  In Morel’s conception, anyone is susceptible to degeneration if they lived at 
either extreme of the pay scale.  The enhanced luxury of the bourgeoisie in the 
economically successful Second Empire made its beneficiaries prone to nervous 
destabilization from a lack of robust living; the poor were susceptible because of their 
unhealthy living conditions and the problems associated with efforts to climb the social 
ladder. 
 Not unlike Morel, Tardieu argues in his Manuel de pathologie that a number of 
factors can contribute to the development of madness or other abnormalities – old age, 
personal character, family history, certain bad habits, alcoholism – but in the end, the 
decisive contributing factor to personal degeneration is “the general states of society […] 
the progress of political civilization contributes powerfully and favorably to the 
development of insanity.”42  While Tardieu is less clear than Morel on the subject of 
                                                
41 “[…] tous les lieux où l’activité humaine se déploie d’une manière exagérée dans le sense des intérêts 
matériels, des jouissances et des raffinements du luxe, des péripéties extremes de la misère et des luttes 
incessantes que provoque la conquête des positions sociales.”  Morel, Y a-t-il plus d’aliénés, 12. 
42 “[…] l’état général de la société […] les progrès meme de la civilisation politique contribuent puissament 
à favoriser le développement de la folie.”  Tardieu, Manuel de pathologie, 607. 
 67 
“political civilization’s” effect on the development of abnormalities, he nevertheless 
argues that one of the more disturbing aspects of modern civilization is an increased 
focus on education, “that, in general, exalts the imagination at the same time 
compromising the instincts and the more natural inclinations.”43 
 Of course, overpopulation, poverty, and industrialism were problems in most of 
the major European cities in the late nineteenth century.  In addition to these 
developments, however, Paris had a vibrant bourgeois boulevard culture that – in the 
minds of the medico-legists – contributed to a destabilization of the senses that 
intensified degeneration.  For both Morel and Tardieu, the debilitating effects of urban 
society are related to larger social trends.  Extreme poverty or extreme luxury, both, 
could have a degenerative effect on one’s person.  For Max Nordau, writing in 1892, the 
problem of degeneration is an individual concern, but one intimately linked with a mass 
urban culture, and specifically the culture of the bourgeoisie. 
 In his prediction that the fin-de-siècle should really be interpreted as the fin-de-
race, Nordau is careful to offer a caveat.  When exclaiming the fin-de-race, he was not 
explicitly predicting the extinction of the entire French race, but only that of “the upper 
ten thousand.”  As he explains in a footnote, “The peasant population, and a part of the 
working classes and the bourgeoisie are sound.  I assert only the decay of the rich 
inhabitants of great cities and the leading classes.”44  By removing the emphasis from the 
extremes of poverty and placing it solely on the upper middle classes, Nordau brought the 
                                                
43 “[…] qui exalte , en général, l’imagination en comprimant les instincts et les penchants les plus naturels.”  
Ibid., 607. 
44 Nordau, Degeneration, 2. 
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concept of degeneration to a level of public importance that is unique to Parisian fin-de-
siècle culture.  Nordau shifted the debate on degeneration, madness, and criminality away 
from the asylums, the prisons, and toward the slums, placing it directly on the boulevards 
and in the parks, in front of the windows of the grands magasins. 
 As degeneration moved away from the more isolated parts of society, it became 
more insidious by being hidden in plain sight.  As Nordau strolled the boulevards, his 
observations of Parisian passers-by only confirmed his contention that degeneration 
walked among the populace. While the women walked about with “their hair dyed, and in 
such a fashion as to be startling in its revolt against the law of organic harmony,” some 
men wore a “red dress-coat with metal buttons, and knee-breeches with silk stockings, 
with which some idiots in eye-glass and gardenia try to rival burlesque actors [...].”45  
The combined effect of such affronts to the senses was to startle, enervate, excite, and 
destabilize an otherwise sound mind.  The effect of degeneration, therefore, is one of 
continual self-sustenance: the degenerate displays his degeneracy through his outlandish 
dress or his vile art (for Nordau, Émile Zola, Oscar Wilde, and Richard Wagner were 
some of the most egregious offenders); such displays, in turn, violently upset the 
spectator’s senses, thus leading another person down the path to degeneration or hysteria.  
As Nordau states, “The fixed idea is to produce an effect at any price.”46 
 To be sure, for Nordau, the existence of a mass urban society was not the only 
danger to the health of the nation.  The very concept of modernity itself was enough for 
                                                
45 Ibid., 9. 
46 Ibid., 10. 
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alarm.  Tracing the birth of modern society back to the Reformation, Nordau describes a 
long process of European degeneration.  The nineteenth century, however, is of the most 
importance for Nordau’s theory because of its rapid material changes.  As Nordau 
explains, 
Humanity can point to no century in which the inventions which penetrate so deeply, 
so tyrannically, into the life of every individual are crowded so thick as in ours.  The 
discovery of America, the Reformation, stirred men’s minds powerfully, no doubt, 
and certainly also destroyed the equilibrium of thousands of brains which lacked 
staying power.  But they did not change the material life of man.  He got up and laid 
down, ate and drank, dressed, amused himself, passed his days and years as he had 
been always wont to do.  In our times, on the contrary, steam and electricity have 
turned the customs of life of every member of the civilized nations upside down, even 
the most obtuse and narrow-minded citizen, who is completely inaccessible to the 
impelling thoughts of the times.47 
 
In discussing the number of “new” diseases of the nervous system that had been 
“discovered” and described by various physicians since the 1870s, Nordau notes that they 
are “exclusively a consequence of the present conditions of civilized life.”48  Modern 
society, with all of its material changes – industrial factories, coalmines, railroads, 
electric lighting – was the ultimate culprit for the rise in degeneration.  Cities, in 
Nordau’s view, were merely the best showcases for such a vast array of ailments, from 
hysteria to “railway-spine,” a disease that developed due to continual vibrations from 
riding the railroad.49  As the locations in which modern inventions and lifestyles first 
appeared, cities were the culmination of everything that was medically wrong with 
                                                
47 Ibid., 37. 
48 Ibid., 41. 
49 Ibid., 41.  See also Ruth Harris, introduction to Clinical Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System by 
J.-M. Charcot, trans. Thomas Savill (New York: Routledge, 1991). 
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modernity.  And because they were so populous, they were also the most dangerous 
places to be as exposure to degenerative elements was maximized on the boulevards. 
 What is apparent, then, is that the medico-legal establishment was charged with 
protecting a society which, in its very construction, was prone to enhance social 
degeneration.  Whereas, in previous eras, the removal of the cancer from the social body 
would have prevented contamination, the physical presence of urban life in the late 
nineteenth century precluded such removal, and enhanced the possibility for further 
contamination.  From the late 1850s, when Morel lamented the fact that urban dwellers 
could not see the sun, to Nordau’s description of the boulevard as a venue for increased 
exposure to degenerate elements that pollute the mind and enervate the sense, the key 
element is one of sight and visualization.  Just as the new city engendered new modes of 
seeing and visually interacting with a broader society, so, too, did the medico-legists 
recognize that the control of sight and the ideological framework through which sight 
operated was essential to the medico-legal project of maintaining the border between 
purity and danger.  The next section will explore this collusion of medico-legal visual 
observation with a boulevard culture increasingly devoted to sight and spectacle. 
 
V.  SPECTACLE AND LEGAL MEDICINE 
 Sight and observation were obvious building blocks of the medico-legal project.  
As noted above, careful observation and training on the part of the medico-legist formed 
the better part of their special qualification to be the unique guardians of modern society.  
Many scholars have noted this reliance on the clinical gaze to affect the machineries of 
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power embodied by legal medicine.50  What most scholars ignore, however, is the 
broader cultural context in which the reliance on sight and observation is happening.  The 
expansion of the city had an effect, not just on the physical necessity to reinvent the idea 
of deviance, but on the specific forms in which the idea of deviance was reconstructed, as 
well.  In particular, if the deviant could no longer be removed from sight, then sight must 
be accommodated to maintain control of deviance.  As was shown above, several 
medico-legists already lamented increased visual contact with elements of degeneration 
due to urban expansion; what resulted was a harnessing of the new forms of sight and 
visualization provided by the city to the medico-legal project.  Indeed, at the opening of 
the new Salpêtrière, Charcot crowed about the new facilities: 
“We possess a Pathological Museum, to which is attached a studio for moulding 
and photography; a well-fitted Laboratory of pathological anatomy and physiology, 
which is in strange contrast with the narrow, badly-lighted room, that was the only 
resort where I and my pupils worked, and which we dignified by the name of 
‘laboratory,’ for nearly fifteen years; an Opthalmological room, necessary 
complement to a neuro-pathological laboratory; and the Lecture Hall, in which I have 
the honour of receiving you to-day, and which is provided, as you see, with all the 
modern apparatus for demonstration.”51 
 
In each of the new facilities, Charcot’s reinvention of the hospital – and of deviance – is 
reliant on sight and visualization, to better understand (and control) the deviant.  
Charcot’s focus on spectacle is intimately linked with the culture of spectacle embodied 
by the new urban society of late nineteenth-century France. 
                                                
50 The most thorough treatment of the role of sight (especially through the photographic medium) in the 
clinic is Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of the 
Salpêtrière, trans. Alisa Hartz (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003).  See also Michel Foucault, The Birth of the 
Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Vintage Books, 
1994), especially chapter 7; Sander L. Gilman, ed., The Face of Madness: Hugh W. Diamond and the 
Origin of Psychiatric Photography (New York: Brunner/Mazel, 1976). 
51 Charcot, Clinical Lectures, 5. 
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 The reconstruction of Paris is integrally linked with this reinvention, as the 
purpose of the reconstructed city and the consumer society that inhabited it shaped the 
very nature of the way in which social deviance was viewed and discussed.  One of the 
more controversial of Haussmann’s projects was the creation of the grands boulevards.  
A series of wide avenues stretching from one plaza to another, the grands boulevards 
served several purposes in the imperial order of Napoleon III’s rule.  The wide 
boulevards reduced the effectiveness of barricades and facilitated the movement of traffic 
(especially military traffic), and the construction of the boulevards themselves gutted 
several working-class neighborhoods, thus removing the more “revolutionary” elements 
from the city center.52  The creation of these avenues, however practical as a means of 
imperial control, brought about a very different revolution than the kind the avenues were 
intended to prevent.  The revolution of the grands boulevards was not political, but 
cultural, in that it engendered a new way of looking at the city and the urban crowd. 
 As T.J. Clark has pointed out, Haussmann’s objectives were “many and 
contradictory”; however, the overall effect of the “Haussmannization” of the city’s 
structure was to allow a greater sense of openness, largesse, and spectacle.  For Clark, 
after Haussmannization, the city belonged to its inhabitants “simply as an image, 
something occasionally and casually consumed in spaces expressly designed for the 
purpose – promenades, panoramas, outings on Sundays, great exhibitions, and official 
parades.”  Clark’s contention that the spectacle is “always an account of the world 
                                                
52 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: 
Belknap/Harvard University Press, 1999), 23-25; Vanessa R. Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early Mass 
Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 17. 
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competing with others” notwithstanding, the essential transformation of the city was to 
shift from chance glances and happenstance to broad vistas, lush parks, and uniformity.53  
As Charles Baudelaire’s dreamer comments in Baudelaire’s poem “Rêve Parisien” 
[“Parisian Dream”] (1860), the new Paris was like a spectacular dream: 
“And proud of my artistic eye, 
I relished what my mind had done, 
Spellbound by the monotony 
Of all that metal, water, stone... [...] 
 
Spectacular phenomena! 
Far as the naked eye could see, 
With nothing for the naked ear— 
The static of eternity!”54 
 
 Integral to this transformation was the explosion of commercial capitalism – what 
Vanessa Schwartz has termed “boulevard culture,” the world of the grands magasins, the 
cafés, the theaters, and a new species of urban dweller, the flâneur.  Drawing on Walter 
Benjamin’s contention that the flâneur represents an “urban detective,” who 
simultaneously seeks anonymity in the urban crowd and uses it as a cover to make the 
city his own capitalist playground, Schwartz describes the flâneur as one who “delighted 
in the sight of the city and its tumultuous crowd, while allegedly remaining aloof and 
detached from it.”55  For Schwartz, Haussmannization so elevated the role of the urban 
flâneur that “life in Paris became so powerfully identified with spectacle that reality 
                                                
53 T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1984), 35-36. 
54 Charles Baudelaire, “Rêve Parisien/Parisian Dream,” Complete Poems, trans. Walter Martin (New York: 
Routledge, 2002 [orig. pub. 1860]), 263-265. 
55 Benjamin, Arcades Project, 21, 442; Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, 9. 
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seemed to be experienced as a show – an object to be looked at rather than experienced in 
an unmediated form.”56 
 The idea of mediation through sight brings us back to the role of the medico-legist 
in the urban experience of deviance.  The problem of deviance was an experience all too 
real to be experienced as anything other than spectacle – something to be consumed 
through the heavy mediation of the medico-legal lens.  By no longer being able to abject 
the deviant to the countryside, the role of the medico-legist became one of mediator 
between the new “proper” urban dwellers – the bourgeois capitalist spectator of the 
grands boulevards – and those members of society deemed unacceptable.  By 
transforming the “treatment” of deviance into urban spectacle, the medico-legist became 
master showman, playing to an urban crowd whose goal was to watch the freak show 
from a distance, and thereby not become part of it themselves.  Flânerie provided a prism 
through which the public could understand and control deviance, while at the same time 
reinforcing the position of the positivist scientist as mediator of truth and protector 
against social degeneration. 
Arguably the greatest medico-legist of the fin-de-siècle, Jean-Martin Charcot was 
perhaps the single best example of the transformation of deviance into spectacle.  Charcot 
was well known for his dramatic flair, a theme that will be explored in a later chapter; 
Charcot’s rhetorical transformation of deviance into public spectacle did not rely on 
dramatic language alone, however.  Charcot’s transformation of the Salpêtrière into a 
“public hospital” also increased the sense of spectacularization by turning the hospital 
                                                
56 Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, 10. 
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and its inhabitants into another boulevard attraction, akin to the numerous grands 
magasins, museums, and panoramas that appealed to the urban flâneur.  Far from exiling 
or partitioning the deviant from the rest of the social body, the “public hospital” was an 
open invitation to the urban flâneur to engage and observe deviance for his or her self – 
all through the mediation of Charcot’s expert presence.  Coinciding with the 
incorporation of the hospital into the nineteenth-century city, the “publicizing” of the 
hospital served to continue the vulgarization of the medico-legal professions, and to 
maintain the symbolic distancing of the diseased and deviant.  As Mark Micale has noted 
in his institutional study of the Salpêtrière, the hospital was “unthinkable without Paris 
during the fin-de-siècle period,” in that the changes in the urban hospital mirrored cultural 
changes taking place in Paris at the time.57  Along with the emergence of a mass 
consumer society in Paris, according to Micale, the idea of the hospital shifted from a 
“distant and dreaded institution” to an institution that relied heavily upon social 
interaction to accomplish its rehabilitative goals.58  In this view, attitudes toward the 
deviant were tempered by the increasing involvement of non-professionals in the medical 
sciences, most notably through Charcot’s public lectures at the Salpêtrière, reflecting the 
consumer-driven boulevard culture of the Parisian streets where quotidian life was 
presented as popular spectacle.  For Micale, 
“Absorption into a large and imposing metropolitan area, accompanied by new 
therapeutic imperatives, economic motives, and financial resources, allowed the 
hospital to turn outward for many new features of its development.  The capital 
city itself effectively became the ultimate institutional model.  Confronted at one 
                                                
57 Micale, “The Salpêtrière in the Age of Charcot,” 723. 
58 Ibid., 724. 
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time by these multifarious forces, the hospital attempted to adapt by increasing its 
public accessibility and transforming itself into the image of the city at large.”59 
 
Micale notes that the transformation was ultimately unsuccessful, as the mentally 
ill “continued to arouse in Parisians, if not the outright horror of earlier times, at least 
considerable anxiety.”60  What Charcot’s public hospital did was to provide a safe 
environment for these emotions to be experienced – the hospital as a public theater whose 
inhabitants were the players, safely viewed from a distance by the Parisian audience.  
With his typical dramatic oratory, Charcot himself expressed the idea that the new 
“open,” “public” hospital served as a distraction for Parisians as much as it served to 
rehabilitate deviants.  In 1882, at the opening lecture of the new neurological clinic of the 
Salpêtrière, Dr. Jean-Martin Charcot proclaimed, “This large group of buildings, as you 
know, contains a population of over 5000 persons, among whom are a large number that 
come under the denomination of incurables, and who pass the latter part of their lives 
here.”  Charcot continued by noting the importance of such a collection of unfortunates: 
“In other words, we are in possession of a sort of living pathological museum whose 
resources are almost inexhaustible.”61  Whether intended as part of Charcot’s speech, or 
as an example of his off-the-cuff oratorical prowess, Charcot’s remark is particularly 
enlightening as a moment of late-nineteenth-century discourse concerning mental health, 
and on a broader scale, as an indicator of the ways in which fin-de-siècle French society 
viewed the presence of the deviant within the social body.  Encoded in a language of 
                                                
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid., 725. 
61 Charcot, Clinical Lectures, 3. 
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spectatorship and sightseeing, one can see in Charcot’s remark both the expression of a 
centuries old social fear of the mentally diseased, and a solution to such fears tailored to 
Parisian society of the late nineteenth century.  By referring to the “incurables” of the 
Salpêtrière as a “living museum” Charcot, perhaps unwittingly, drew upon the language 
of the urban flâneur in an attempt to solve the political, cultural, and social problem of 
the incorporation of the deviant and diseased elements of the social body into the fabric 
of the Third Republic.  At the same time, however, encoding such language in the tropes 
of urban spectacle culture maintained a symbolic barrier between these elements and the 
healthy, normal citizens of the French nation by highlighting the idea of spectacle as 
being separate from the spectator.  In essence, one went to museums to be spectators, to 
be entertained, and to be educated; for Charcot, there was no distinction between the 
function of an actual museum and that of his public lecture hall. 
The opening of the hospital was not meant only to entertain and inform, however, 
but also to cure, as would befit an institution dedicated to the rehabilitation of deviants.  
In Charcot’s conception of the hospital, the more the deviant is exposed to the public – 
the more spectacular the deviant becomes – the better the chances of rehabilitation or 
cure.  Charcot argued that exposure led to more investigation, and investigation would 
lead to more answers.  Consequently, the opening of the hospital to greater public 
exposure could only reinforce the rehabilitative aspect of modern legal medicine.  Upon 
the opening of the newly expanded facilities at the Salpêtrière, Charcot extolled the 
virtues of having such a large and diverse population with which to study diseases of the 
nervous system.  Further, in listing the new facilities at the hospital, one can see the 
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emphasis on making the hospital a public place – not only the “living pathological 
museum” of the Salpêtrière’s inhabitants, but also a pathological museum of models and 
specimens, a studio for photography and molding of plaster models, and a lecture hall in 
which Charcot could receive the public and demonstrate his latest findings.62  As a 
curative measure (for such was the stated purpose of the public facilities and 
demonstrations), according to Charcot, the patients understood that these new facilities 
and public demonstrations contributed to the idea that “the more minutely and the more 
thoroughly they are investigated, so much the greater is the chance of their cure or 
alleviation.”63 
For Charcot, moreover, the greater the exposure to deviance, the greater our 
understanding (and control) of such abnormalities would be.  As he argued, at the 
Salpêtrière, the “clinical types of disease which come under observation are illustrated by 
such numerous examples that we are enabled to take at one time a comprehensive view of 
an affection; and from such a vantage ground, so to speak, that the gaps made by time in 
this or that catagory [sic] are lost sight of.”64 
Finally, not only did such demonstration rehabilitate and contribute to the social 
control of deviance, but they also enhanced the position of the doctor/scientist as the 
positivist par excellence, reinforcing the perception of the medico-legist as the mediator 
and the positivist benefactor of society.  Through these demonstrations, Charcot notes, “it 
ought to be the province of the physician, well-informed in these matters, to dissipate 
                                                
62 Ibid., 5. 
63 Ibid., 4. 
64 Ibid., 3. 
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chicanery wherever it occurs […] And thus do we approach, with prudence no doubt, but 
also with confidence, the study of these dreaded maladies, permeated, as we are, with the 
surety of the methods of observation we have at hand.”65  Scientific investigation by 
qualified professionals and the transformation of the deviant into spectacle, for Charcot, 
would ultimately accomplish the intended goals: to safeguard the public from 
contamination and to effect the rehabilitation of the deviant. 
 
VI.  CONCLUSION: THE SECOND INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS ON CRIMINAL 
ANTHROPOLOGY 
 
 On May 6, 1889, the Universal Exposition of Paris opened on the banks of the 
Seine.  Designed to coincide with the one-hundredth anniversary of the storming of the 
Bastille, and as such a representation of the republican tradition in France, the Exposition 
was also a celebration of the new Republic and the French nation in the wake of the 
disastrous end of the Second Empire and the early political troubles of the Third 
Republic.  Conceived by men who were “cleanly republican,” the Exposition was to 
serve a dual purpose: to “to furnish to scholars as well as practitioners documents of 
incontestable value,” and to “give to the public masses striking lessons in matters 
political and social.”  For Louis Jezierski, Directeur des Journaux officiels for the 
Exposition, “Never has the State so completely, so sincerely appeared to the eyes of the 
crowd, not only in an abstract form, but living, that is to say, effecting, exercising its 
                                                
65 Ibid., 18. 
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organs, accomplishing its daily task.”66  The Exposition’s organizers, far from ignorant of 
the symbolic nature of the Universal Exposition, planned the festival not only to 
entertain, but to inform the public in matters of importance both politically and socially.  
Under the shadows of the newly constructed Eiffel Tower, then, was the perfect venue for 
the Second International Congress on Criminal Anthropology.  Coinciding with the 
anniversary of the symbolic birth of republican France, as well as a celebration of the 
new mass urban culture prevalent in Haussmann’s Paris, the Congress would serve as an 
example of the role that legal medicine would play in the new Republic – as both a rigid 
scientific discipline that aimed at upholding republican values while, at the same time, 
protecting the social body through rehabilitation of deviants; and as a mode of discourse 
that operated within a new urban culture based on spectacle, commodity, and 
entertainment. 
 That the Universal Exposition was meant for the public display of French 
intellectual, cultural, and industrial achievements was central to cementing the 
interrelated nature of medicalization, politics, and spectacle.  The accessibility of the 
Congress to the public was one of the primary concerns of the organizers.  Article 4 of 
the Congress statutes explicitly states that, “The meetings of the Congress are public.  
However, the members of the Congress alone have the right to speak and to vote in the 
                                                
66 “[…] nettement républicain […]”; “[…] fournir aux savants comme aux praticiens des documents 
d’incontestable valeur […]”; “[…] donner à la masse du public de saissisantes leçons de choses en matière 
politique et sociale.”  L'Exposition de Paris (1889) publiée avec la collaboration d'écrivains spéciaux 
(Paris: Imprimerie Charaire & Fils, 1889), 10; “Jamais l’État n’était encore aussi complètement, aussi 
sincèrement apparu aux regards de la foule, non plus sous forme abstraite, mais vivant, pour ainsi dire, 
agissant, faisant jouer ses organes, accomplissant sa tâche quotidienne.”  Les Expositions de l'État au 
Champs de Mars et à l'Esplanade des Invalides, Tome I (Paris: Imprimerie des Journaux Officiels, 1890), 
5.  
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elections.  Places will be reserved for representatives of the press.”67  Therefore, from its 
very founding rules, the Congress was to serve as spectacle in that it was a venue open to 
the public, but only as spectators.  Furthermore, the power of the press was insured to 
spread the proceedings of the debate in the never-ending public relations campaign of the 
medico-legal profession.  In addition, the publicity of the Congress was seen as 
absolutely necessary if the medico-legal project was to take hold among the populace.  In 
his opening address to the Congress as President of the Organizing Committee, Paul 
Brouardel characterized the relationship between new theories and public acceptance as 
an epic struggle between superstition and science: 
“We will only obtain public power in these diverse countries where these incurable 
criminals are excluded from society, are treated like sick people, when these ideas 
have conquered public opinion.  The past teaches us that these scientific appreciations 
penetrate the public spirit slowly. […] Each time that philosophical studies have had a 
free expansion in a country, the care for the safeguarding of society, the sprit of 
tolerance, the means to ameliorate the lot of the guilty, to protect them from 
themselves, to remove them from the environment that surrounds them and prepares 
them for crime has been the object of the meditations and the studies of the great 
thinkers in every country; each time these concepts have, by their greatness, 
conquered public opinion, and success has crowned the efforts of our predecessors.  
This time it will be the same.”68 
 
                                                
67 “Les séances du Congrès sont publiques.  Toutefois, les membres du Congrès ont seuls le droit de 
prendre la parole et de voter aux élections.  Des places seront réservées aux représentants de la presse.”  
Actes du deuxième congrès international de l'anthropologie criminelle, biologie et sociologie (Lyon: A. 
Storck, 1890), 5. 
68 “Nous n’obtiendrons des pouvoirs publics des divers pays que ces criminels incurables soient exclus de 
la société, soient traités comme des malades, que lorsque l’opinion publique sera conquise à ces idées.  Le 
passé nous enseigne avec quelle lenteur ces appréciations scientifiques pénètrent dans l’esprit public. […] 
Chaque fois que dans un pays les études philosophiques ont eu une libre expansion, le souci de la 
sauvegarde de la société, l’esprit de tolérance, les moyens d’améliorer le sort des coupables, de les protéger 
contre eux-mêmes, de les sortir des milieux qui les entourent, et les préparent au crime a été l’objet des 
méditations et des études des grands penseurs de tous les pays; chaque fois ces conceptions ont, par leur 
largeur, conquis l’opinion publique, et le succès a couronné les efforts de nos prédécesseurs.  Cette fois il 
en sera de même.”  Ibid., 136-139. 
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For Brouardel and, as one imagines, for the majority of the Congress delegates, the 
Congress’ work was an important step in winning over public opinion to the largesse and 
the grandeur of their ideas. 
 Accompanying the very important scientific work of the Congress was the 
entertainment aspect of the carnivalesque atmosphere of the Exposition Universelle.  For 
Georges Berger, the Commissaire Général and former Director of Foreign Exhibits for 
the 1867 and 1878 Expositions, the Exposition of 1889 was charged with outpacing in 
spectacle and entertainment its previous incarnations.  As Berger states in his Exposition 
Universelle de 1889: Considérations Générales sur Son Organisation [Universal 
Exposition of 1889: General Considerations on Its Organization] (1885), “It is necessary 
that the Exposition of 1889 strip away the academic austerity of those that have preceded 
it; it must make to enter the enterprises of its kind in the way of well ordered international 
fairs, so that everyone can find immediate profit while preparing to profit in the future.”69  
Interestingly, and perhaps contradictorily, the inclusion of the various academic 
Congresses was not seen as adding to the “academic austerity” of the previous 
Expositions.  For the weekly bulletin, L’Exposition de Paris de 1889 [The Paris 
Exposition of 1889], “They [the congresses] will contribute to making the Exposition 
useful and agreeable at the same time, and will be, for those that will take part, the 
                                                
69 “Il est nécessaire que l’Exposition de 1889 dépouille l’austérité académique de celles qui l’ont précédée; 
elle doit faire entrer les entreprises de son espèce dans la voie des foires internationales bien ordonnées, 
afin que chacun y trouve son profit immédiat tout en y préparant son profit d’avenir.”  Georges Berger, 
Exposition Universelle de 1889: Considérations Générales sur Son Organisation (Nancy: Imprimerie 
Berger-Levrault et Compagnie, 1885), 13. 
 83 
occasion for interesting studies.”70  Useful, interesting, and entertaining, the work of the 
Congress fit perfectly into the urban boulevard culture of Paris. 
 Touted as an integral and entertaining aspect of the Universal Exposition, the 
Congress was also accompanied by an adjoining museum exhibition on criminal 
anthropology and criminality through the ages consisting of plaster busts, biological 
specimens, and other exhibits.  Melding scientific discourse and urban flânerie, the 
exhibition served to titillate, repulse, excite, and otherwise entertain while the flâneur 
maintained an aloof presence in his or her role as spectator.  The fleeting impressions of 
these sometimes grotesque exhibits was part of the thrill and the novelty involved in 
turning deviance into spectacle, as the anthropologist Ernest-Théodore Hamy states in his 
impression of the exhibit, “there are among the pieces, displayed a little in spite of the 
opinion of the section, items of repulsive realism, but altogether of remarkable execution.  
[…] The visitor passes rapidly, stops an instant in front of some bizarre instrument or 
some strange bust, glances, skeptically or in amazement, at the head of Charlotte Corday 
or at the photograph displaying Beethoven’s skull, and continues his hasty course across 
the immense galleries of which he will not make out the end.”71  A quick glance at a 
strange face, a shocked look at the face of a criminal, all in vivid realistic portrayal, and 
                                                
70 “Ils contribueront tous à rendre l’Exposition utile en même temps qu’agréable, et seront, pour ceux qui y 
prendront part, l’occasion d’études intéressantes.”  L’Exposition de Paris, 126. 
71 “[…] il y a parmi les pieces, exposées un peu malgré l’avis de la section, des choses d’un réalisme 
répulsif,, mais d’une exécution tout à fait remarquable. […] Le visiteur passe rapide, s’arrête un instant 
devant quelque instrument bizarre ou quelque buste étrange, donne un coup d’œil, sceptique ou étonné, à la 
tête de Charlotte Corday ou à la photographe représentant le crâne de Beethoven, et continue sa course 
hâtive à travers ces galeries immenses dont il n’entrevoit pas la fin.”  Les Expositions de l’État, 44. 
 84 
all reinforcing the idea of deviance, social danger, national dissolution as another 
spectacular display of urban consumer culture. 
 The closing meeting of the Congress ended the gathering with a further call-to-
arms, in theatrical fashion.  As Brouardel delivered the closing speech, he warned that, 
although the gathered assembly had done good work, there was far more to be done as 
“The objections come from all sides, the obstacles accumulate.  The battle that we 
believed to be won, it is necessary to engage anew.”72  Furthermore, with an oath of 
solidarity, Brouardel exclaimed “that for the good of humanity we will have to fight a 
single enemy: crime; that we will have to research the solution to one problem, the 
amelioration of social milieux where degenerates are born, where criminals are cultivated 
or developed!73  For delegate L. Manouvrier, the work of the Congress was entirely 
successful because of the public nature, exposure, and appeal of the criminal 
anthropology exhibit.  For, among the “numerous spectacles more or less profane and 
light,” there were at least a few citizens who had come to a new understanding of 
criminality and deviance thanks to the Congress’ own spectacular display.74  For 
Manouvrier, it was all worth it if “Millions of visitors who yesterday ignored the name of 
anthropology, today have some vague idea of what this science is. [...] That each one of 
these anthropologists considers this result, and he will not regret neither his time nor his 
                                                
72 “Les objections se dressent de tous les côtés, les obstacles s'accumulent.  La bataille que l'on croyait 
gagnée, il faut la livrer de nouveau.”  Actes du deuxième congrès, 412. 
73 “[...] que pour le bien de l'humanité nous n'aurons à combattre qu'un ennemi: le crime; que nous n'aurons 
à rechercher la solution que d'un problème, l'amélioration des milieux sociaux où naissent les dégénérés, où 
se cultivent, où se développent les criminels!”  Ibid., 413. 
74 “[...] nombreux spectacles plus ou moins profanes et légers [...]”  Ibid., 445. 
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trouble.”75  Through a carefully planned course of public action, spectacle, and 
entertainment, the idea of deviance had, for Manouvrier, permanently undergone a 
change in the minds of the public – that deviance can, and should, be controlled, and that 
deviance can be encountered, understood, and controlled in the new culture of urban 
spectacle under the watchful eyes of the medico-legist. 
 
                                                
75 “Des millions de visiteurs et qui ignoraient hier jusqu'au nom de l'anthropologie ont aujourd'hui quelque 
vague idée de ce qu'est cette science. [...] Que chacun des anthropologistes exposants considère ce résultat, 
et il ne regrettera ni son temps ni sai peine.”  Ibid., 446. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
THE FLÂNEUR AND THE VOYEUR:  MEDICO-LEGAL DISCOURSE, SPECTATORSHIP, AND 
THE FIN-DE-SIÈCLE NOVEL 
 
 
I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 In 1867, Émile Zola published his novel Thérèse Raquin, in which the main 
character, Thérèse, forms an adulterous relationship with her husband’s friend Laurent 
and conspires with him to murder her husband Camille.  After committing the crime, the 
murderous pair are tormented by their guilt and, driven near insanity by the judgmental 
eyes of her mute former mother-in-law, the two murder each other in a bloodbath of rage.  
The public was almost immediately scandalized by the graphic nature of the work; Le 
Figaro’s critic described the book as “putrid”, and a “pool of filth and blood,” as the 
novel garnered considerable attention because of its frank portrayal of the seedy side of 
Paris, replete with lust, adultery, murder, and insanity.1  Outside of pornographic works 
and other clandestine literature, such brazen appraisal of deviant acts was rare; to display 
blatantly such depravity in a medium destined for commercial consumption by a 
bourgeois audience was even rarer.  Responding to his critics in the preface to the second 
edition of Thérèse Raquin (1868), Zola took on the literary community for its repulsion 
and disgust with such portrayals.  Zola wrote, 
 “I have no complaint to make about this reception; on the contrary, I am charmed 
to discover that my colleagues have the sensitive feelings of young ladies. […] 
What I do mind, however, is that not one of the prudish journalists who have 
blushed as they read Thérèse Raquin seems to me to have understood the novel. 
                                                
1 Quoted in Robin Buss, introduction to Thérèse Raquin by Émile Zola, trans. Robin Buss (New York: 
Penguin Books, 2004), xiii. 
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[…] In Thérèse Raqin, I set out to study temperament, not character.  That sums 
up the whole book. […] I have merely performed on two living bodies the 
analytical work that surgeons carry out on dead ones.”2   
 
In his response, Zola clearly laid out the plan for his future work in the mammoth 
Rougon-Macquart cycle, namely, that Zola’s writing was a literature based on scientific 
observation, the study of human behavior, interaction, and the effects of heredity and the 
environment on the experimental subject.  For Zola, literature served the same purpose as 
science; the author was analogous to the scientist, observing and reporting phenomena 
with the detached demeanor of the experimenter.3  Throughout his career, then, Zola 
would apply such practices in his novelistic examinations of everything from 
drunkenness, to murder, to obsession, to prostitution, recording what he perceived as 
reality as he witnessed it from his extensive research. 
 Of course, Zola’s literary enterprise was not a fanciful exercise in intellectual 
vanity.  Science had its practical applications in observing and controlling deviance; so, 
too, did the novelist.  For Zola, science and medicine aimed to “become masters of life in 
order to direct it,” and therefore literature should be no different.4  While working as a 
correspondent for a murder trial, Zola wrote for La Tribune in 1868, “It is good that 
human depravity is sometimes paraded before the public.  Novelists are often accused of 
simply taking pleasure in such infamous acts.  On the contrary, by making discussion of 
                                                
2 Émile Zola, preface to Thérèse Raquin, 2nd ed., trans. Robin Buss (New York: Penguin Books, 2004 [orig. 
pub. 1868]), 3-4. 
3 Émile Zola, Le Roman expérimental (Paris: GF Flammarion, 2006 [orig. pub. 1880]), 52-53. 
4 “[…] se rendre maître de la vie pour la diriger.”  Ibid., 66. 
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such crimes public they perform the same service as a court of law.”5  In Zola’s 
conception of the novel and the system of justice, he reiterated one of the central goals of 
the medico-legal professions, namely, that the control of deviance benefited from its 
public exhibition.  By “parading” the deviant in front of the public – whether that 
“public” was constituted by attendees in the open courtroom or the readers of newspapers 
and novels – the public was informed of the various aspects that comprised the 
nineteenth-century concept of deviance, and such knowledge was power.  In Zola’s view, 
then, legal medicine and the novel shared the common purpose of exposing the deviant to 
the public, to subject the other to the scrutiny of the flâneur and the intellectual, and 
through such exhibition to come to an understanding and control of the deviant as a 
symbol of social dissolution.  Whether in the courtroom, the newspaper, the lecture hall, 
or the novel, the key was public exposure. 
 For both the novelist and the medico-legist, then, the control of deviance and the 
definition of the boundaries of inside and out, normal and abnormal, was highly 
dependent on what could be called visuality or sight.  As discussed in the previous 
chapter, the concurrent development of the medical gaze and the society of the spectacle 
created a culture in which all forms of visual experience could be used to create order.  In 
the storied halls of the Salpêtrière, the gaze of the clinician defined the set of parameters 
for normal behavior; on the boulevards, the spectacle of the city encouraged people to see 
as much as be seen, and therefore become part of the nexus of control through urban 
                                                
5 Cited in Roger Whitehouse, introduction to The Beast Within by Émile Zola, trans. Roger Whitehouse 
(New York: Penguin Books, 2007), xiv. 
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flânerie.  For Walter Benjamin and Vanessa Schwartz, the flâneur was “a historically 
specific mode of experiencing the spectacle of the city in which the viewer assumes the 
position of being able to observe, command, and participate in this spectacle all at the 
same time.”6  This chapter explores the role of the flâneur within the complex 
relationship of legal medicine, urban spectacle, and social control.  In essence, the 
presence of the flâneur – the urban explorer, the spectator of the urban spectacle – 
provides another level of visual intersection in the relationship of control envisaged by 
the medico-legal project.  If the flâneur observed and commanded the spectacle, as 
Benjamin and Schwartz argue, the spectacle also observed and commanded the audience, 
as any good performance does. 
 In its common usage, the term flâneur has come to represent that which was first 
articulated by Charles Baudelaire.  In his essay “The Painter of Modern Life” (1863), 
Baudelaire proposes that, “the spectator is a prince who everywhere rejoices in his 
incognito” and who could “be at the centre of the world, and yet remain hidden from the 
world [...]” - that is, an aloof, detached spectator of modern life, capable of appreciating 
the vast diversity of the urban crowd, yet remaining intellectually distant.7  In short, in 
                                                
6 Vanessa R. Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for Historians,” The American Historical Review 106, no. 5 
(December 2001): 1733. 
7 Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, trans. 
Jonathan Mayne (London: Phaidon Press Ltd., 1964 [orig. pub. 1863]), 9.  The concept of flânerie has 
become an analytical term fraught with meaning, or more properly meanings, thus prompting a great deal 
of debate over the complications of the use of the flâneur as a category of historical inquiry.  The 
touchstone for most interpretations of the term can be found in Walter Benjamin's historic application of 
the concept in The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: 
Belknap/Harvard University Press, 1999), 14-26, 416-455.  See also Vanessa R. Schwartz, Spectacular 
Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 9-10; 
“Walter Benjamin for Historians,” cited above; Gregory Shaya, “The Flâneur, the Badaud, and the Making 
of a Mass Public in France, circa 1860-1910,” The American Historical Review 109, no. 1 (February 2004): 
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Baudelaire’s conception, the flâneur is the boulevard’s equivalent of the hospital clinician 
who observes, examines, and categorizes, but whose own identity never collapses into the 
broader spectrum of urban life.  Certainly, medico-legists used the idea of flânerie in their 
re-imagining of deviance in the city.  As will be shown, medico-legal literature often 
mimicked consumer-oriented forms of popular literature in an attempt to equate the 
flânerie of the boulevards with the clinical gaze of the hospital or the prison.  What this 
development failed to anticipate, however, was the thin border that demarcates the realm 
of the flâneur from that of the voyeur. 
 This chapter will argue that the flânerie engendered by urban spectacle and 
utilized by legal medicine frequently collapsed into voyeurism, wherein the observer is 
not the detached clinician and spectator, but one who, through observation, is changed by 
the experience of viewing, and in so doing, is able to engage, identify, and question the 
normalizing relationship of sight and visualization embodied by the Panopticon of 
medicine and the state.  In particular, this chapter examines the fin-de-siècle novel as a 
discursive nexus in which deviance, legal medicine, and consumer spectacle all converge.  
On the one hand, the novels I examine are intimately associated with the medico-legal 
perception of deviance, as Zola notes in the quotation cited above.  In this regard, the 
                                                
41-71; Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, “The Flâneur: The City and Its Discontents,” in Paris as Revolution: 
Writing the Nineteenth-Century City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 80-114; Christopher 
Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1992); Susan Buck-
Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989); 
Richard D. E. Burton, “The Unseen Seer or Proteus in the City: Aspects of a Nineteenth-Century Parisian 
Myth,” French Studies 42 (January 1988): 50-68; Mike Featherstone, “The Flâneur, the City and Virtual 
Public Life,” Urban Studies 35, nos. 5-6 (1998): 909-925.  One of the most persistent critiques of the 
notion of the flâneur is the gendered critique that flânerie was denied to women, a subject treated 
extensively by Janet Wolff, “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” Theory, 
Culture and Society 2, no. 3 (1985): 37-46.  For my purposes, this study will adhere to Baudelaire's original 
concept, and will be used to broadly describe a broad cross-section of society. 
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novelist served as a counterpart to the institutions of legal medicine by exhibiting the 
deviant to the public to control it through one of the media of the boulevard. 
 On the other hand, the novel’s role as entertainment also bridged the boundary 
between the spectator and the spectacle that the medico-legal establishment so relied on.  
Of course, the use of deviance in the fin-de-siècle novel was not simply a vehicle for the 
reiteration of medico-legal ideas in the public square.  The deviant in the novel may have 
functioned, on one level, as an enactment of the spectacle of deviance that was taking 
place in other realms of urban life – at the Salpêtrière, at the Universal Exhibition, or in 
newspaper accounts of violent crime.  On another level, the relative freedom of the 
novelistic medium allowed for a more complex interaction with the idea of deviance and 
marginalization than that provided by spectatorship and entertainment.  The reader of the 
fin-de-siècle novel read books for entertainment, in which deviance provided a 
sensational plot device through which to exploit the consumers’ taste for spectacle.  As 
Roger Chartier has noted, however, the relationship between a reader and a text is not 
one-sided.  For Chartier, “the reader invariably finds himself inscribed in the text, but in 
turn the text is itself inscribed variously in its different readers.”8  The novel’s 
relationship to the reader serves as one example in which flânerie, and particularly 
flânerie in service of the maintenance of bourgeois cultural norms, shows that as much as 
legal medicine spotlighted deviance to control it, the same rhetorical action provided a 
                                                
8 Roger Chartier, “Texts, Printings, Readings,” in The New Cultural History, ed. Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 19890, 157. 
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context in which the flâneur could move beyond the binary categories of observer and 
observed to reflexively gaze on the structures of power and criticize their operation. 
 
II.  THE MEDICO-LEGAL FLÂNEUR 
 In the previous chapter, the formation of what could be called medico-legal 
spectatorship was considered in the context of the parallel development of an urban 
consumer culture also based on sight and spectacle.  The chapter highlights the 
Salpêtrière as a metaphorical representation of boulevard culture fused with the social 
control of the medico-legal gaze, and locates in Charcot’s reference to the Salpêtrière as a 
“living pathological museum” a virtual ideal type of the fusion of sight, urban consumer 
spectacle, and legal medicine that, I contend, took shape in belle époque Paris.  In many 
respects, however, Charcot’s passing allusion to urban flânerie was not simply a nod to 
contemporary cultural trends, but a formulation that also established the medico-legist as 
a flâneur of deviance – a detached clinical observer who defines and proscribes, but does 
not breach the sanitized borders of acceptable behavior. 
 In attempting to spread medico-legal concepts of deviance into broader public 
knowledge, the medico-legal establishment fortified the links between urban flânerie and 
boulevard culture by presenting deviance as boulevard entertainment.  By representing 
deviance in the terms of boulevard culture, and particularly by emulating popular literary 
trends in newspapers and novels, the medico-legist attempted to use contemporary culture 
to solidify the role of legal medicine in social control.  Just as the medico-legist used 
scientific observation to control deviance, the public could emulate the visual patterns of 
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control employed in the clinic by seeing deviance as would the urban flâneur – as another 
boulevard attraction. 
 One of the more striking examples of the medico-legist as flâneur is the 
resemblance of medico-legal literature to the popular press.  The press in France gained 
particular popularity through a confluence of two trends.  One was an increased focus on 
education as a means of unifying France between its more provincial regions and its 
urban centers, a movement that concurrently raised literacy rates.9  Second, the French 
press flowered after the 1881 “freedom of the press” law, which removed virtually all 
restrictions on publishing.  Intended to encourage debate in a democratic society, such 
freedom of the press also allowed something akin to a tabloid press in which “news” was 
frequently used as entertainment, and to thereby sell more papers.10  Integral to the 
transformation of the press was the fait divers column that appeared in almost every daily 
or weekly mass publication.  Literally a “news item,” the fait divers was often a laundry 
list of shocking, grotesque, mysterious, or comical happenings.  Never reported in-depth 
and usually just the bare “facts,” the fait divers was meant to titillate more than to 
inform.11  It is the popular literary form that medico-legal experts often adapted to their 
own purposes in the professional literature of the late nineteenth century. 
                                                
9 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870-1914 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1976), especially chapter 27. 
10 This era is frequently referred to as the golden age of the French press.  Between 1860 and 1880, the 
combined circulation of all French dailies grew from only about 200,000 to about 2 million; from 1881 to 
1914 that figure expands to almost 10 million.  For general histories of the French press in this period, see 
René de Livois, Histoire de la presse française II: De 1881 à nos jours (Lausanne: Éditions Spes, 1965) 
and Claude Bellanger, et al., Histoire générale de la presse française, Tome III: De 1871 à 1940 (Paris: 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1972). 
11 There is ample literature pertaining to the increase in newspaper readership and the “fait diversification” 
of French society.  See Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, 34-40.  See also, Dominique Kalifa, L'encre et le 
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 Lacassagne’s Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux mœurs provides some of 
the more notable examples.  In each section in which he elucidates a procedure through 
which the medico-legist can ascertain the exact truth of an “attack against public 
decency,” Lacassagne cites a number of case histories that serve as examples in which 
the given procedure could be useful.  The case histories are seldom fully developed 
medico-legal inquiries, but rather vignettes that give the most salient – and sometimes 
salacious – details of the crime.  Frequently, it seems that some of the details were added 
not for their value as evidence, but rather as entertainment.  For example, while 
discussing crimes of bestiality (which, Lacassagne admits, always “confound reason”), 
Lacassagne’s first example is of a man who molested chickens.  The case history consists 
of little information: 
“The first relative to one Mr. E…, aged 35 years, imprisoned, sentenced January 
11, 1867, by the 8th chamber of the correctional tribunal of the Seine, to three 
months in prison, for outrages against public decency. 
 He is known to have practiced acts of bestiality on chickens. 
 The offending acts happened at a lodger’s home in the rue des Gravilliers.  
This lodger found one of his chickens dead.  He observed E…, one of his tenants, 
and surprised him at the moment when the act was in the process of 
consummation.  The chicken was injured and E… had feathers and traces of blood 
on his clothes.”12 
                                                
sang: Récits de crimes et société à la Belle Époque (Paris: Fayard, 1995); Robert A. Nye, Crime, Madness, 
& Politics in Modern France: The Medical Concept of National Decline (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1984); Marie-Christine Leps, Apprehending the Criminal: The Production of Deviance in 
Nineteenth-Century Discourse (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992); Edward Berenson, The Trial of 
Madame Caillaux (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Michelle Perrot, “Faits divers et 
histoire du XIXe siècle,” Annales: E.S.C. 38 (1983): 911-919; David H. Walker, Outrage and Insight: 
Modern French Writers and the “Fait Divers” (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1995); Annick Dubied and Marc 
Lits, Le fait divers (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1999), Thomas Cragin, “Cultural Continuity in 
Modern France: The Representation of Crime in the Popular Press of Nineteenth-Century Paris” (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Indiana University, 1996). 
12 “Le premier relatif à un sieur E…, âgé de 35 ans, homme de peine, condamné le 11 janvier 1867, par le 
8e chamber du tribunal correctionnel de la Seine, à trois mois de prison, pour outrage public à la pudeur. 
     Il a reconnu s’être livré à des actes de bestialité sur des poules. 
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The few details are all the reader gets of the case of the chicken molester.  The probative 
value of the case history is little more than anecdote, as the case is not mentioned again 
throughout Lacassagne’s discussion of bestiality.  Even in the somewhat longer case 
histories, Lacassagne discloses a penchant for exploring details that serve often to excite 
or shock rather than to enlighten.  In the case of a man who claimed he was anally raped 
by a dog, Lacassagne’s extensive analysis of the shape and size of a dog’s penis, the 
methods through which one can arouse a dog’s desire, and the mechanics involved in the 
actual perpetration of the canine “pederasty” serves only to elucidate the grotesque details 
for the voyeuristic reader.  Lacassagne’s conclusion in the case is what a reader could 
have guessed from the beginning: “In this case, the monstrosity was undeniable.  I 
concluded that the act of pederasty of the dog and the man was impossible, according to 
the anatomical formation of the anus of the one and the penis of the other.”13 
 In his preface to Émile Laurent’s major work, Les Habitués des prisons de Paris 
[The Inhabitants of Parisian Prisons] (1890), Lacassagne states flatly that the exploration 
of criminality and deviance was part of the very nature of the nineteenth-century citizen.  
For Lacassagne, while the average citizen may not be particularly interested in perusing 
medico-legal manuals, Laurent’s work would be of interest because of its particularly 
                                                
     Les faits se sont passes chez un logeur de la rue des Gravilliers.  Ce logeur avait trouvé une de ses 
poules mortes.  Il a observé E…, un de ses locataires, et l’a surpris au moment où l’acte venait d’être 
consommé.  La poule était blessé et E… portait sur ses vêtements des plumes et des traces de sang.”  A. 
Lacassagne, Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux mœurs (Paris: Librairie J.-B. Baillière et Fils, 1878), 
10. 
13 “Dans ce cas, la monstruosité serait indéniable.  Je conclus donc que le fait de pédérastie du chien avec 
l’homme est impossible, d’après la conformation anatomique de l’anus de l’un et du pénis de l’autre.”  
Ibid., 13-16. 
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prurient subject matter.  As Lacassagne remarks, “We think […] that the public, that mob 
composed of people who read to instruct themselves a little while amusing themselves a 
lot, curious to learn and desiring to distract themselves, would be able to find some 
pleasure in perusing this volume.” Laurent’s work, a veritable compendium of everything 
one would want to know about Parisian criminals, is reduced from the level of 
professional medico-legal investigation to a roman policier.  He argues that the reason 
one pays such attention to criminal affairs is that, “Man needs sensations, he likes to be 
moved.  This love of criminal cases replaces the extraordinary infatuation with tales or 
fabliaux in the middle ages.  We are more realistic, however, like children, we like stories 
of brigands, stories that act on the senses and the heart at the same time,” and for this 
reason, “We must put to pasture this need; it is the origin of the marked success of 
judicial novels and of their indispensable publication in the popular press.”14  For 
Lacassagne, society likes stories about criminals because we like to be excited and to 
experience intense emotions.  Criminality and deviance provide this in abundance, and 
through reading works like Laurent’s, entertainment can engender understanding and 
control.15 
                                                
14 “Nous pensons […] que le grand public, cette foule composé de gens qui lisent pour s’instruire un peu en 
s’amusant beaucoup, curieux d’apprendre et désireux de se distraire, pourra trouver quelque plaisir à 
parcourir ce volume.”; “L’homme a besoin de sensations, il aime à être ému.  Cet amour des causes 
criminelles remplace l’engouement extraordinaire du moyen-âge pour les contes ou fabliaux.  Nous 
sommes plus réalistes, et cependant, comme les enfants nous aimons les histoires de brigands, les récits qui 
agissent à la fois sur les sens et le cœur […]”; “Il faut donner une pâture à ce véritable besoin: c’est là 
l’origine du succès marqué des romans judiciaires et de leur publication indispensable dans la presse 
populaire.”  A. Lacassagne, preface to Les Habitués des prisons de Paris: Étude d'anthropologie & de 
psychologie criminelles by Émile Laurent (Lyon: A. Storck, 1890), i-ii. 
15 Ibid., ix-x.  The idea of being entranced by shocking or gruesome events despite our general revulsion to 
the idea of deviance is explored to great effect in Larry Wolff’s study of child abuse in fin-de-siècle 
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 Laurent’s work does not disappoint in terms of entertainment.  Each section of his 
work contains observations on criminal nature and behavior based on his experiences 
working at the central infirmary of the Parisian prisons, located at La Santé.  Having 
come into contact with convicts of diverse backgrounds that were accused of varying 
degrees of crime, Laurent’s Les Habitués des prisons de Paris reads almost like a string 
of faits divers columns.  As illustrations for the various observations that he makes, 
Laurent cites about one “case history” per paragraph for almost each entire chapter.  
Literally containing just enough details to arouse interest and “leave them wanting more,” 
Laurent’s observations and case histories are a perfect example of what Lacassagne 
described in the introduction to the work – the endless tales of criminal intrigues that 
were so essential to the survival of the popular press.  The sensationalism of these 
“instructional” stories is accompanied by a fair amount of journalistic hyperbole on 
Laurent’s part.  The pages are littered with “beastmen” ridden with syphilis, inmates who 
prostituted themselves to other inmates for alcohol or cigarettes, men who tortured small 
animals and then attempted to strangle sleeping infants, and former soldiers who joined 
the services only to find an outlet for their violence.16  Even Laurent, who reiterated the 
scientific claim that “Criminal anthropology is, like medicine and psychiatry, a science of 
observation: I have observed and I have told all that I have observed,” was appalled and 
incredulous at some of the human beings he was observing when he asked, “Can one 
                                                
Vienna, Child Abuse in Freud’s Vienna: Postcards from the End of the World (New York: New York 
University Press, 1988). 
16 Émile Laurent, Les Habitués des prisons de Paris: Étude d'anthropologie & de psychologie criminelles 
(Lyon: A. Storck, 1890), 64-82. 
 98 
dream of something more monstrous?”17  In a certain sense, imagination was 
unnecessary, because reality provided enough gory details to keep everyone entertained.  
By reiterating the pre-eminence of scientific observation, however, Laurent enhanced the 
spectacular and visual nature of these discourses of deviance, and also reiterated the 
ability of the medico-legal professions to know and control such obscene behavior, and 
therefore protect the social body. 
 The horrors of the newspaper were not the only popular literary style from which 
Laurent drew to complete his anthropological study.  Detective novels also provided a 
rhetorical form through which his observations could be made into boulevard culture.  In 
the middle of the study, an entire chapter is devoted to recounting the story of one man, 
the chapter’s novelesque title being “Histoire d’un Criminel [Story of a Criminal].”  The 
chapter concerns “E,” a former Communard whom Laurent classified as a criminel 
d’habitude; that is, a criminal who may have good intentions, but whose life experiences 
have only taught him to live by illegal means.  Laurent begins his recitation with the 
declaration that he intends to retain “all the picturesque color of the story” by “conserving 
a lot of the expressions and slang words, as they came out of the mouth of the narrator.”18  
Such declarations highlight the supposedly academic nature of the medico-legal novel the 
reader is about to encounter. 
                                                
17 “L’anthropologie criminelle est, comme la médecine et la psychiatrie, une science d’observation: j’ai 
observé et j’ai dit tout ce que j’avais observé […]”; “Peut-on rêver quelque chose de plus monstrueux?”  
Ibid., 79. 
18 “[…] au récit toute sa couleur pittoresque […]”; “[…] conservant beaucoup d’expressions et de mots 
d’argot, en somme tel qu’il est sorti de la bouche du narrateur.”  Ibid., 84. 
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 Laurent tells of a young man, doomed to infamy from the very start, being the son 
of a drunken, violent postal worker.  “E” learned manipulative behavior at an early age, 
the first example being an incident in which he told his abusive father that the mother was 
cheating on him – a lie to punish his mother for reprimanding him earlier in the day.  The 
father subsequently beat the mother, almost to death.  The young anti-hero then graduated 
to stealing incense from the church sacristy; he engaged in petty larceny; he insulted the 
Empress Eugénie when she visited the prison in which he was first incarcerated; he acted 
as a male prostitute to the wife of an impotent wine-seller; he became a pimp; he enlisted 
in the army; he traveled to the African colonies; on his return to Paris he stole money 
from his employers, and the list goes on. 
 The chapter is also peppered with amusing anecdotes that would fit into the 
storytelling of any contemporary popular author.  The most revealing example is one in 
which “E,” while on the lam, visits a prostitute.  Humorously, a police officer arrives at 
the prostitute’s residence for comfort of his own; “E” consequently hides under the 
mattress, where “the whole time he was hidden under the mattress, [he] received the 
back-and-forth of their caresses.”19  Laurent himself admits at the end of the chapter that 
such stories, from the mouths of the criminals themselves, were excellent fodder for 
novelists: “A novelist could gather an ample harvest of documents.  More for a naturalist 
novel and less rich in facts and psychological observations.”20  Indeed, Émile Zola used 
such accounts – from both the medico-legal institutions, and from his years as a journalist 
                                                
19 “[…] toujours tapis sous le matelas, [il] recevait le contre-coup de leurs caresses.”  Ibid., 106. 
20 “Un romancier y cueillerait une ample moisson de documents.  Plus d’un roman naturaliste et moins 
riche en faits et en observations psychologiques.”  Ibid., 113. 
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covering court trials – in his own naturalist novels.  As will be shown later, Zola used 
many of the tropes and theories of legal medicine throughout his Rougon-Macquart 
novels, a cycle centered on the effects of heredity and degeneration on a single family. 
Arguably the greatest medico-legist of the late nineteenth century, Jean-Martin 
Charcot, equally appropriated conventional literary forms to spread his message.  As 
Ruth Harris has noted, “much of Charcot’s success came from his dexterous use of 
literary allusion and art-historical reference in his works and lectures” that were 
“essential to making his views known to a wider audience.”21  Charcot’s lectures 
frequently included numerous sensationalized stories, reflecting the concurrent 
emergence of a sensational mass daily press.  In the midst of a lecture on hysterical 
mutism in men, for example, Charcot interjected an anecdote about Hélène G--, a 24-
year-old woman who mailed a package to priest that was labeled “cheese,” which in fact 
turned out to be a dead baby.22  Only loosely linked with the topic of his lecture, Charcot 
apologized for the digression.  Such anecdotes, however, were not infrequent, as they 
were often the story of the very person being discussed in the lecture.  The public 
demonstration of the case of a 13-year-old Russian boy offers one example.  Charcot 
begins the presentation as if the boy’s case were a tabloid human-interest story.  “The 
father [of the boy],” Charcot tells us, “who loves his son to distraction, undertook the 
voyage, came to Paris, and brought him to us fifteen days ago, imploring us to give him 
the means of cure, which he had been unable to attain in his own country.  From the very 
                                                
21 Ruth Harris, introduction to Clinical Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System by J.-M. Charcot, trans. 
Thomas Savill (New York: Routledge, 1991), xliv-xlv. 
22 J.-M. Charcot, Clinical Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System, trans. Thomas Savill (London: The 
New Sydenham Society, 1889), 369-370. 
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first interview, we were able to give him hope.”23  Such anecdotes further lent to the 
appeal of the public lecture as a sensationalized spectacle. 
In all of the above instances, the intention seems clear.  The medico-legist 
observes and classifies; the urban flâneur does the same.  By making such a link, the 
medico-legal profession attempted to infuse popular culture with medico-legal concepts 
by emulating its forms and thereby creating a wider network of social control based on 
visual relations.  Like the urban flâneur reading stories of spectacular deeds in 
newspapers and novels, the medico-legist kept the boundaries between purity and danger 
clear by using their stories to define the deviant as only spectacle.  As will be explored in 
the following sections, however, the entrance of this system of visual control into public 
discourse was not without nuance or problematization.  The system envisaged by the 
medico-legal establishment depended on the concept of vision as being strictly between 
the observer and the observed, the flâneur and the spectacle.  As we will see, the flâneur 
did not always remain detached from the subject of his or her gaze; likewise, the subject 
of the gaze was not restricted from looking back upon his or her viewer. 
 
III.  THE FLÂNEUR AND THE VOYEUR IN THE FIN-DE-SIÈCLE NOVEL 
 Central to both flânerie and the medico-legal gaze, as well as to the project of the 
panoptic society in general, is the idea of achieving distance through visualization, just as 
earlier societies achieved distance from the deviant by physical abjection.  For such a 
system to operate effectively, however, the potential for pollution from the abject must 
                                                
23 Ibid., 80. 
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not be able to be achieved in any other way.  The spectacularization of the deviant, while 
predicated on the idea of distance through vision, created another means of interaction 
between normal and abnormal beyond the sterility of the medico-legal gaze.  While 
maintaining physical safety, the deviant-as-spectacle also opened up the possibility of 
engagement with ideas represented by the symbolic deviant.  By identifying with, or 
appreciating, the “outsider” status of the deviant, the flâneur could become the voyeur – 
one who watches for pleasure.  The pleasure, I want to suggest, is not only that of 
looking.  It is also that of transgressing a symbolic barrier in a way that enables a 
reciprocity of identity between the viewer and the viewed.”  The fin-de-siècle novel 
offers one instance in which the conflation of the medico-legal gaze and the spectacle of 
consumer society created an environment in which such transgressions and cross-
identifications could occur.  Because literature, in part, works to draw the reader into the 
story, to appreciate and identify with or against its characters, the boundaries between 
deviance and normalcy within the fin-de-siècle novel frequently worked to challenge the 
idea of distance proposed by the flânerie of the medico-legal establishment. 
 The most literal example of such a transformation, of the detached flâneur into the 
identifying voyeur by way of his encounter with deviance, is Henri Barbusse’s novel, 
L’Enfer [Hell] (1908).  The novel is an extended study of voyeurism and its effects on the 
voyeur.  It tells the story of a young nameless man who moves from the provinces of 
France to Paris to escape the doldrums of provincial life and to make a name for himself 
as a banker.  As a temporary measure, the nameless narrator chooses to stay at the 
Pension Lemercier.  While the proprietress has advised him of the “material and moral 
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advantages” of the pension, as soon as she leaves, the narrator realizes that the room is 
nothing but a shell, a room as old as time itself that has seen numerous nameless 
individuals come and go in the midst of the bustling city.  As the narrator observes on his 
first night in the city, “I am a man like all the rest, just as this evening is an evening like 
all the rest.”24  The protagonist immediately describes himself as empty and devoid of 
meaning: “My brain is empty; my heart is dried up; I have nobody around me; I have 
never had anybody, not even a friend; I am a poor man who has been washed up for a day 
in a hotel room where everybody comes and which everybody leaves – and yet I long for 
glory!”25  The reader in Haussmann’s Paris, I propose, would find in Barbusse’s 
protagonist a figure suffering from precisely the sort of city-determined mental and 
personal imbalance against which medico-legal science was at the time warning.  The 
narrator, moreover, appears as a representative flâneur – nameless, disengaged, a face 
among many in the urban crowd.  Facing alienation and distance, the narrator becomes 
the figure envisioned by Baudelaire: an observer and commentator on urban life as seen 
from the closed-off, sterile environment of his bedroom. 
 The protagonist soon discovers a hole in the wall of his room that provides him an 
unfettered view into the next chamber.  What follows is the transformation of the narrator 
from flâneur into voyeur as the narrator observes all manner of human interaction 
through the hole in the wall of his bedroom – childbirth, marriage, adultery, lesbianism, 
and death.  Like a scientist observing an experiment, his position as an observer of life, 
                                                
24 Henri Barbusse, Hell [L'Enfer], trans. Robert Baldick (n.p.: Turtle Point Press, 1995 [orig. pub. 1908]), 
1-2. 
25 Ibid., 7. 
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and especially the most deviant aspects of life, allows him to experience life, to know it, 
while at the same time maintaining a separate identity, safe behind the gaze.  As the 
narrator states, “The next room offers itself to me, completely naked. […] I dominate and 
possess that room… My gaze enters it.  I am present in it.  All those who will be in it 
will, unknown to themselves, be in it with me.  I shall see them, I shall hear them, I shall 
be as fully present at them as if the door were open…”26 Of course, the door is not open, 
and the adjoining room’s occupants have no indication of the narrator’s presence.  To the 
narrator, however, his unobstructed view of the room allows him to know all about its 
occupants, and therefore, it allows him to possess them.  For the narrator, as for the 
medico-legist, knowledge – the knowledge that comes from spectatorship – is power, and 
power is control. 
 In many ways, the narrator’s argument echoes that of the medico-legists.  What 
distinguishes the novel’s narrator from the medico-legist, however, is that the former’s 
discovery of the power of vision does not leave him unchanged.  Careful observation, a 
disengaged distance, and a sense that knowledge equals control, all contribute to the 
narrator’s sense of security within the confusing world of the new urbanized setting.  
Ultimately, however, the distance and the knowledge that the narrator hopes to achieve – 
the sense of control to which the narrator alludes – is unachievable.  Through his 
observations, the narrator ultimately accepts that his flânerie of human experience has, in 
turn, shaped his own identity in the modern city – the collapse of the boundary between 
viewer and viewed embodied by voyeurism. 
                                                
26 Ibid., 10-11. 
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 The act of seeing, and therefore of knowing and controlling experience is 
fundamental to the narrator’s self-discovery.  At the end of the novel, the narrator comes 
to the realization that, through having observed city life in all of its forms, he has in fact 
been watching himself, for everything he saw was within him.  As he states, “I believe 
that around us there is only one word on all sides, one immense word which reveals our 
solitude and extinguishes our radiance: Nothing!  I believe that that word does not point 
to our insignificance or our unhappiness, but on the contrary to our fulfillment and our 
divinity, since everything is in ourselves.”27  For Barbusse, the nothingness and the 
alienation of the city that was so derided by the medico-legists is abrogated by the 
discovery of one’s self.  Such a discovery, I contend, comes through the experience of the 
spectacularization of everyday life in all its forms, including those of the marginalized 
and abjected. 
 The collapse of the boundary between viewer and viewed, between flâneur and 
voyeur, also played an integral role in the literary culture of the naturalists and scientific 
novelists of the fin-de-siècle.  As was shown earlier in the present chapter, such novelists 
as Émile Zola transposed the medico-legal project from the prisons and the asylums to 
the literary page.  Although he was a professed disciple of the scientific method and its 
application to literature, Zola nonetheless discloses the intricacies of the visual 
relationship between the spectator and the deviant in several novels of the Rougon-
Macquart cycle.28  Two of his most scandalous novels – Nana (1880), about a social 
                                                
27 Ibid., 255. 
28 For an in-depth treatment of Zola's appreciation for, and connection to, studies of degeneration, see 
Daniel Pick, Faces of degeneration: A European disorder, c. 1848-c. 1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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climbing prostitute, and La Bête humaine [The Beast Within] (1890), about murder 
among rail workers – subtly criticize the notion of observation and spectacularization as a 
means of distancing the deviant other.  In both works, the act of observing and its 
consequences depend entirely on who, exactly, is doing the watching, and how it affects 
them.  Nana especially explores the vicissitudes of spectatorship associated with the 
dichotomy between flâneur and voyeur as highlighted by Barbusse’s L’Enfer.  In 
particular, Nana highlights the idea that the very nature of spectacle is that, in 
entertaining and informing, it also titillates and excites, as any boulevard couturier would 
know.  In so doing, it draws the spectator beyond the threshold of the safe viewing 
distance and collapses the boundary between normal and abnormal by forcing the 
confrontation between respectability and the representation of respectability’s opposite – 
the deviant.  I shall return to La Bête humaine in the next section of this chapter. 
 Perhaps none of Zola’s novels invited as much criticism for its blatant appeal to 
the prurient interest as Nana (1880).  As literary critic George Holden explains, on the 
day of Nana’s release, “the only expressions of praise and admiration came in letters 
from a few friends […].”29  “[Polite] society,” Holden continues, “was shocked by what it 
called the crudity of Zola’s novel; the pious were outraged by […] the analogy between 
sexual and religious fervor; while the monied classes frowned at the reference in the 
penultimate chapter to workers slaving night and day in the mills to provide the wealth to 
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Essays on Émile Zola (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1986). 
29 George Holden, introduction to Nana by Émile Zola (New York: Penguin Books, 1972), 14. 
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satisfy Nana’s caprices.”30  While other of Zola’s novels may have been grotesquely 
violent or sympathetic to the working classes, Nana had it all, so to speak – prostitution, 
sex, corruption, murder, disease, venal aristocrats, gossip-mongering journalists, and 
unscrupulous characters from the Parisian demi-monde.31  Nana is a portrait of deviance 
in every aspect, and one that Zola intended as a scientific enquiry into deviance and its 
interaction with society. 
 Fully consistent with contemporary medico-legal thought on the role of heredity 
and environment in producing deviance, Nana opens at the point at which L’Assommoir 
concludes: Nana is the daughter of the drunken protagonist of L’Assommoir, Gervaise 
Macquart.  At the end of L’Assommoir, Nana runs away to Paris to start a new life, the 
life that the reader eventually learns of in Nana – the tale of Nana’s transformation from 
streetwalker, to burlesque performer, to high-class courtesan.  The tale, although 
saturated with shocking images of the Parisian demi-monde, went on to become one of 
Zola’s biggest literary successes, selling over fifty-five thousand copies in one day.32  In 
Nana, the protagonist is little more than an object onto which male fantasies and desires 
                                                
30 Ibid., 15. 
31 Zola's attention to the “gutters” of French society frequently brought him into conflict with his primarily 
bourgeois readership, although the theories he used in his “scientific novels” were heavily influenced by 
contemporary medico-legal theories designed to uphold the existing bourgeois order.  Zola had a very 
complex relationship with the bourgeois classes, at one and the same time being a member and an outsider 
who advocated relatively unpopular positions on social or political matters.  For more discussion of Zola's 
relationship with the bourgeoisie, see Brian Nelson, Zola and the Bourgeoisie: A Study of Themes and 
Techniques in Les Rougon-Macquart (Totowa, New Jersey: Barnes & Noble Books, 1983). 
32 Frederick Brown, Zola: A Life (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1995), 434.  See also F.W.J. 
Hemmings, The Life and Times of Émile Zola (New York: Scribner, 1977). 
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are projected, and as such, it is the influence of Nana’s male admirers that contribute to 
her rise in society rather than any particular deviant artifice on her part.33 
 Because of the latter dynamic, in which Nana the deviant is simply the object of 
the crowd’s gaze, the tragic tale that ensues is, I propose, a dramatic illustration of the 
transformation from flânerie into a voyeurism that questions the nature of the symbolic 
distance provided by the gaze.  The excitement caused by the mere site of Nana’s flesh 
serves to break the barrier between spectator and spectacle, and to reduce significantly 
the symbolic distance between bourgeois normalcy and the deviant source of pollution in 
the social body that the medico-legal community had transformed into entertainment.  
The pollution of the “pure” social body of the Second Empire, represented in the novel by 
the Comte Muffat and his puritanical wife (as figures in the imperial government of 
Napoleon III), by the “dangerous” demi-monde, embodied by Nana and her cohorts, set in 
motion a chain reaction that leads to the downfall of the Comte, and of the Second 
Empire, as well.  As long as deviance remained spectacular entertainment, the distance 
provided by the object-spectator relationship provided a safe discursive space to maintain 
the integrity of the social body; as soon as the spectacle became more than the object of 
the popular gaze, the safety of symbolic distance dissipated. 
 Interestingly, the deviant in Zola’s novel is its least dynamic character.  Nana first 
appears as a player at the Théâtre des Variétés, in the lead role in The Blonde Venus, a 
                                                
33 While this is certainly true of Nana, Zola's novels are far from uniform in their treatment of women and 
sexuality.  I use Nana because of its obvious associations with contemporary fears of prostitution and 
criminality; for a broader treatment of sexuality and women in Zola's novels, see Chantal Bertrand 
Jennings, L'Éros et la femme chez Zola: De la chute au paradis retrouvé (Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1977). 
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music-hall review replete with dance numbers, songs, and a weak plot.  To many 
members of the audience and the cast, Nana’s position as the lead is questionable, as she 
is frequently described as an untalented, undistinguished actress.  During her 
performance as Venus (which the author describes as Nana having “brought Venus down 
to street level and sat her in the gutter”), Zola notes that Nana’s Venus was “dressed like 
a fishwife,” that she could “hold herself awkwardly, sing every note out of tune” with her 
“plebeian voice” and she could “forget her lines” – all of which were apparently 
expected.34  Her mediocre performance notwithstanding, Nana receives thunderous 
ovation for the role because of the attribute that she is best known for, her body.  Toward 
the end of the show, Nana reveals her true talent: standing naked before the crowd: 
“A shiver went through the house.  Nana was naked, flaunting her nakedness with a 
cool audacity, sure of the sovereign power of her flesh.  She was wearing nothing but 
a veil of gauze [... ].  There was no applause.  Nobody laughed any more.  The men’s 
faces were tense and serious, their nostrils narrowed, their mouths prickly and 
parched.  A wind seemed to have passed over the audience, a soft wind laden with 
hidden menace.  All of a sudden, in the good-natured child the woman stood revealed, 
a disturbing woman with all the impulsive madness of her sex, opening the gates of 
the unknown world of desire.  Nana was still smiling, but with the deadly smile of a 
man-eater.”35 
 
At the play’s conclusion, the crowd was on its feet, and Nana exited to loud applause and 
people calling her name.  In this scene, one of the more remarkable of the novel, the 
entertainment is not necessarily the play itself, but the spectacle of the whore-as-object.  
Like the modern city, the inhabitant of the Salpêtrière, or the inmate of the Parisian 
prison system, Nana is a spectacle to behold, an object on which the fantasies of a 
                                                
34 Émile Zola, Nana, trans. George Holden (New York: Penguin Books, 1972 [orig. pub. 1880]), 38-39. 
35 Ibid., 44-45. 
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paranoid culture could be projected, and therefore safely distanced from bourgeois 
Parisian society.  The conflation of deviance with entertainment is made all the more 
apparent by the manager of the Théâtre des Variétés, Bordenave, who insists that his 
theater is actually a whorehouse.  When approached by a man complimenting his theater, 
Bordenave is quick to reply “with a vulgar correction, like a man who prefers to call a 
spade a spade.  ‘You mean my brothel.’”36  For the savvy manager, no matter how the 
Parisian underworld of prostitution was dressed as spectacle and entertainment, it was 
still the realm of the demimondaines.  Fittingly, Bordenave is one of the few characters 
that escapes Nana’s path of destruction, as he is fully aware of that which he purveys.  
Bordenave never falls prey to the trade of flesh precisely because he is aware of the 
dynamics involved.  He may be disguising prostitutes as actresses, but in the end he 
understands that it is only a veneer. 
 Notably, the corrosive element of Nana’s deviant sexuality only becomes a 
problem when it leaves the realm of spectacle.  The distance provided by the theatrical 
spectacularization of Nana’s naked flesh is overcome when the titillation she provides 
overcomes the spectators’ disengagement (as would any good boulevard attraction), and 
transforms flâneurs into voyeurs.  In this regard, all the characters who come into contact 
with Nana outside of her role as entertainer are subsequently destroyed – Steiner, the 
banker who loses all of his money in order to keep Nana in an opulent lifestyle in 
exchange for affection; Georges Hugon, who stabs himself to death with a pair of scissors 
when he realizes that he cannot be the only one in Nana’s affections; Fauchery, the 
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journalist who is financially ruined by Nana; and the Comte Muffat, whose tempestuous 
and abusive relationship with Nana stands in stark counterpoint to the staid and 
emotionless marriage he maintains with the Comtesse. 
 In a preliminary outline of the plot of Nana, Zola envisioned a novel in which the 
destructive representation of deviant sexuality portrayed by Nana is simply the object that 
released the latent, that is, already present abnormal tendencies of society: “The 
philosophical subject is as follows: A whole society hurling itself at the cunt.  A pack of 
hounds after a bitch, who is not even in heat and makes fun of the hounds following 
her.”37  Nana is merely the object, the spectacle, the entertainment – it is sexuality itself, 
and particularly abnormal male sexuality, that is the undoing of bourgeois society.  In this 
regard, the spectacle and the relationships of power that used spectacle to maintain social 
control was merely a veneer.  The object of the gaze is never entirely separated from the 
viewer, and the border between viewer and viewed could frequently be crossed and 
collapsed.  When Zola wrote that, “It is good that human depravity is sometimes paraded 
before the public,” it was not only for the purpose of exposing deviance and passing 
judgment on it in order to control it.  In parading the deviant before the public, for Zola, a 
judgment will be passed, and in some instances, that judgment is not just of the deviant, 
but also of society.  Nana’s power to heap ruin on her numerous lovers is a product not 
only of her appetite (for all things pleasurable – financial or sexual), but also of the 
ability of those who watch the spectacle to traverse the boundaries between the deviant-
as-spectacle and the social body that relied on such symbolic distance to maintain the 
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veneer of ritual purity essential to the structural ideological concepts of the Third 
Republic. 
 In some instances, the implications of voyeurism and deviance exceed the 
confined world of novelistic representation to include a more extended association with 
the readers themselves.  The works of Joris-Karl Huysmans, for example, frequently 
attempt to mimic the transformation from flâneur into voyeur through the experience of 
reading itself.  In Nana, the reciprocal relationship between the characters and the 
spectacle of deviance are strictly bound within the conventions of the novel, that is, that 
there is a specific character whose identity is defined by his or her observation of, and 
subsequent interaction with, the deviant.  The works of J.-K. Huysmans extend this 
relationship beyond the boundaries of the page to explore the position of the reader and 
his or her experience of deviance within the novel.  In several of the works cited above, 
but particularly in L’Enfer, whose nameless narrator claims to be disengaged yet 
enthralled by the spectacle he witnesses, the representations of deviance virtually 
replicate the experience of flânerie.  What Huysmans accomplishes in his novel, À 
Rebours [Against Nature] (1884), is an extension of the latter phenomenon to an actual 
flâneur – the reader of the book itself. 
 The story of À Rebours is of a degenerate aristocrat and his penchant for morbid 
aesthetics and an ascetic lifestyle.  Des Esseintes is the last, frail remnant of an ancient 
noble house the devolution of which, according to Huysmans, “had followed a regular 
and unbroken course [...].  Moreover, to complete the deteriorating effect of time, the Des 
Esseintes had for centuries been in the habit of intermarrying among themselves, thus 
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wasting the small remains of their original vigour and energy.”38  Further deteriorating 
his own health by engaging in many youthful indiscretions at his estate in Paris, at the 
beginning of the novel Des Esseintes repudiates the wicked society that created him, 
exuding a hatred of modern Parisian culture that would rival anything written by Max 
Nordau or Alexandre Lacassagne.  His ire, however, is not directed at the “destabilization 
of the senses” that Nordau or Lacassagne so decried, but rather at the commodification of 
pleasures that became de rigueur of modern Parisian bourgeois society.  In a moment of 
painful longing for days-gone-by, Des Esseintes rails against the nouveaux riches and 
their boulevard culture: 
“He scented such a depth of stupidity, such a lively hatred of all his own ideals, such 
a contempt for literature and art and everything he himself adored, implanted and 
profoundly fixed in the meager brains of these tradesmen preoccupied to the 
exclusion of all else by schemes of swindling and money-grubbing and only 
accessible to the ignoble distraction that alone appeals to mean minds, politics [...]. 
 Worst of all, he loathed with all his powers of hate the new types of self-made 
men, the hideous boors who feel themselves bound to talk loud and laugh 
uproariously in restaurants and cafés, who elbow you, without apology, on the 
pavements, who, without a word of polite excuse or so much as a bow, drive the 
wheels of a child’s go-cart between your legs.”39 
 
Des Esseintes removes himself to a country estate outside the city, so as to seclude 
himself in a world of culture and aesthetics of his own design, one that was fully removed 
from the corrupting influence of Parisian boulevard culture. 
 Notably, Des Esseintes’ retreat to the country appears to be a reverses the 
dominant, contemporary framing of the city-versus-country debate, as the isolation that 
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Des Esseintes’ country estate provided served to heighten, rather than diminish, the sense 
of degeneration to which his family line had fallen.  In his solitude, Des Esseintes is free 
to experiment with any and every aesthetic pleasure he could conceive, without regard for 
the consequences.  While such pleasures often involved leisurely and benign study of 
works of art and literature, and while his tastes in these areas bordered on the morbid, the 
seclusion of this long-descended degenerate precluded the pollution of the social body – 
even when his experiments in decadent aesthetics became wantonly cruel, as in a bizarre 
instance in which he decorates a live tortoise’s shell with jewels, under the crushing 
weight of which the unfortunate creature dies.40  When viewed strictly as a narrative 
device, however, the country isolation provides a window through which one can witness 
Des Esseintes’ degenerate life by placing the character under a rhetorical microscope to 
be observed as entertainment.  The detached narrative of Des Esseintes’ aesthetic 
experiments mimics the experience of viewing a panorama or a wax museum display by 
supplementing actual visual stimuli with generous descriptions that encompass the 
overwhelming sensory nature of Parisian flânerie.  Indeed, as the narrative moves from 
one lengthy description to another – of jewels, of liquors, perfumes, flowers, visual art, 
and literary works – the reader experiences walking through a museum, whose displays 
are the products of the perverted imagination of the spectacular degenerate.  As Nordau 
noted, the novel acts as a “portrayal or biography of a man […] whose habits are related 
to us in great detail.”41  The presentation is distinctive in its detached, clinical approach to 
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the life of Des Esseintes, but it is still an approach that, even Nordau admitted, employed 
scientific language so as to pretend to scientific truth.42  The work is a clinical study of 
deviance, but one infused with a highly aesthetic approach as if evaluating a piece of art 
or a symphony.  In short, Des Esseintes’ degenerate life is for our own entertainment as 
much as his.  Des Esseintes is interesting precisely because of his deviance; otherwise the 
lack of other characters or events in the novel would render it unreadable as a novel.  It is 
precisely because the attraction of the novel lay in its description of deviant pleasures that 
the reader goes from being a detached observer of deviance, to one who is appreciative of 
its aesthetic merits and the excitement it provides. 
 À Rebours, then, does not offer a clinical analysis.  As the British sexologist 
Havelock Ellis wrote in his introduction to the work, Huysmans’ novel stands in stark 
contrast to the broad, clinically structured portraits of a naturalist author like Zola.  As 
Ellis explains, 
“Zola’s cyclopean architecture can only be seen as whole when we have 
completed the weary task of investigating it in detail; in Huysmans we seek the 
expressiveness of the page, the sentence, the word.  Strange as it may seem to 
some, it is the so-called realist who has given us the more idealized rendering of 
life; the concentrated vision of the idealist in his own smaller sphere has revealed 
not alone mysteries of the soul but even the exterior secrets of life. [… 
Huysmans] has helped to enlarge the sphere of our delight by a new vision of 
beauty where before to our eyes there was no beauty, exercising the proper 
function of the artist who ever chooses the base and despised things of the world 
[…].43 
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In Huysmans, Ellis finds the combination of both Zola’s scientific rigor and a poetic 
sensibility that seeks to move beyond the structure of the page to affect an emotional 
response in the reader.  Ultimately, Des Esseintes is forced to abandon his seclusion and 
return to the world of Paris with all of its perceived pretensions and the mass culture that 
Des Esseintes so detests.  The doctor explains that it is partly the seclusion that has so 
agitated Des Esseintes’ frail health and concludes that “before beginning any sort of 
hydropathic treatment [… Des Esseintes] was bound to abandon this solitary existence, to 
return to Paris and take part again in the common life of men; in a word, endeavour to 
find diversions the same as other people.”44  Des Esseintes begrudgingly abandons his 
artificially created world for the life of Paris.  The reader, along with Des Esseintes, is 
meant to regret the abandonment of the degenerate pleasures to which we were both 
observers and willing appraisers.  At the end of the novel, we long for those pleasures as 
much as Des Esseintes does, and our position as flâneur and clinical observer has been 
eroded. 
 Nana and À Rebours are two fin-de-siècle novels that utilize the same rhetorical 
convention in their narratives.  In both, the deviant is the object of the social gaze.  By 
virtue of this relationship, the deviant is symbolically kept at a distance.  In Nana, the 
distance is provided by Nana herself as an empty, vacuous shell upon which all of the 
other characters project their fantasies and desires, a distance that is symbolically 
represented by Nana’s presence on the stage.  In À Rebours, the distancing is a bit more 
direct in that the character has chosen seclusion in order to pursue his morbid 
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entertainments.  In Des Esseintes’ case, his entertainments become our entertainments, as 
the author intends us to be no less fascinated by Des Esseintes’ repellent creations than he 
is.  The novel’s construction, however, removes us from the danger provided by Des 
Esseintes’ presence by acting as a microscope or a window with which to witness Des 
Esseintes’ perversions.  As expressed in such works as L’Enfer, however, the idea of 
spectatorship is rarely one in which the spectator is unaffected by the experience of 
seeing.  Whether the effect serves to change the concept of one’s own identity, of how 
one sees institutions of social control, or how one defines the problem of deviance, the 
novel is an ideal forum in which to explore the relationship of mass culture to identity 
and transgression by combining flânerie, voyeurism, and legal medicine. 
 
IV.  THE VIEWED REVIEW THEIR VIEWERS 
 For many critics of fin-de-siècle novels, and in particular those of Zola, the novel 
often acts as a substitute for the case history of the medico-legist.  Zola himself alluded to 
this substitution when he argued that his novels perform the same function as clinical 
observation.  For Daniel Pick, Nana “symbolises the very depravity of the metropolis” 
through her portrayal as a “castrator, a femme fatale and harbinger of anarchy […].”45  
Similarly, for literary critic D.A. Miller, Nana is “an extended mise-en-carte of a 
prostitute: an elaborately researched ‘examination’ sustained at the highest level by the 
latest scientific notions of pathology […].”46  For these scholars, the nineteenth-century 
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novel (despite whatever freedom it is perceived to have) operates in the same manner as 
the medico-legal authorities, through what Miller has termed the “panopticism of the 
novel.”  For Miller, while authorities within the novel exercise power, the narrator/author 
retains a substantial but less visible power by framing the facts in the way that he or she 
would like.  Such an operation ultimately results in a metaphysical form of police control 
on the part of the author, thus reinforcing, within the world of the novel, a worldview that 
exists in the real world.47  As contemporary medico-legal discourse would make the 
prostitute a known entity through rigorous scientific discipline, so the novel recreates 
these definitions through the subtle exercise of power and narration. 
 Contrary to the medico-legal project, however, the deviants within the novels 
under discussion here are not texts to be read, but living fictional organisms that are as 
capable of seeing as they are of being seen.  As we read these novels, and consequently 
look through the eyes of the deviants contain in their pages, the novel truly becomes 
“panoptic” in that it sees not only deviants, but also the methods through which they are 
defined and policed.  By turning the gaze on medical and jurisprudential institutions 
within the novel, and looking through the eyes of the deviant, we can review and judge 
those institutions.  In so doing, the idea proposed by the medico-legal establishment that 
social control is purely a function of objectively identifying and controlling deviant 
behavior becomes much more subjective.  Deviants become sympathetic characters with 
emotions and motivations; medico-legal authorities can become monsters by upholding 
institutions for the sake of stability rather than for the sake of truth or justice.  In this way, 
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the fin-de-siècle novel does more than simply present a scientific appraisal of the abjected 
deviant.  Rather, it begins to move the boundaries of such abjection by showing the gaze 
to be reflexive and critical of deterministic theories of human behavior.  In short, the 
parading of the deviant to which Zola alluded also served as an opportunity to parade the 
methods and motives of the doctor or the jurist before the public. 
 If Nana subtly criticizes the notion of the spectacularization of deviance as an 
essential part of its definition and control, Zola’s later La Bête humaine takes more direct 
aim at the institutions that helped to create the definitions.  On the surface La Bête 
humaine is as much a part of the spectacularization of deviance as Nana, the Universal 
Exposition, the newspapers, or the medico-legists.  In exacting detail, Zola writes of the 
conditions of the railway system in which the constant exposure to railway traffic, noise, 
and industrial waste takes a toll on the human psyche – a theme exposed by several of 
Zola’s contemporaries, including Jean-Martin Charcot.48  In Zola’s work, the railway 
provides the backdrop for the exploits of Jacques Lantier, a scion of the Macquart family 
and half-brother to Nana.  By virtue of his family tree, Lantier suffers from 
uncontrollable impulses to murder women whenever he feels the slightest stirrings of 
desire.49  The drama of the novel unfolds after Lantier witnesses a murder committed by a 
fellow railway worker, Roubaud, who commits the crime in order to avenge his wife 
Séverine’s abuse at the hands of Grandmorin, the rail company director, political official, 
and adoptive parent to Séverine.  Far from a typical detective story or roman policier, 
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however, La Bête humaine uses the circumstances of Grandmorin’s murder to expose the 
deep contradictions in the understanding of deviance presented by the prevailing medico-
legal establishment and its surrogates within the broader French culture.  At one and the 
same time, Lantier is the observed and the observer.  With his heritage and his inability to 
control his bloodlust, he personifies the degeneration.  On the other hand, the central 
crime of the novel is not Lantier’s, but the murder of the bourgeois pervert Grandmorin at 
the hands of the respectable Roubaud and his wife.  By witnessing this crime, the deviant 
helps to unravel the presumptions upon which much medico-legal discourse was 
predicated, as well as the entire structure of the Panopticon that sees only what it wishes 
to see. Contrary to Zola’s assertions that the novel and science perform the same function 
as pertains to deviance, La Bête humaine questions the idea that observation or scientific 
investigation are objective and truthful. 
 Most obviously, the idea of appearance or the reading of deviance in the physical 
features of the accused is attacked as a false approach to defining the deviant.  In the 
novel, although a sizeable amount of evidence exists to accuse Roubaud (the real 
perpetrator of the crime), the investigator Denizet focuses his attention on another 
railway worker, the considerably less polished Cabuche.  In examining Cabuche, much is 
made of his appearance, specifically his “coarse features and low forehead suggested that 
he was a violent man of limited intelligence, a man governed by the impulse of the 
moment,” who “had the look of a man who had already been found guilty, the shifty, 
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devious look which a spell in prison leaves on even the most innocent.”50  Cabuche’s 
appearance so convinced Denizet of his guilt that even after repeated denials of any 
involvement, Denizet refuses to entertain the notion that Cabuche might be innocent of 
the charge.  As Zola writes, “Monsieur Denizet had persuaded himself that Cabuche was 
guilty, and each repeated denial annoyed him more and more, as if it were a deliberate 
indulgence in lawlessness and deceit.”51  Although the reader is aware that Cabuche is 
innocent and that suspicion of Roubaud was passed over in favor of the guilty-looking 
Cabuche, the supposed expert on criminal investigation is a slave to his own prejudices, a 
prejudice reinforced by the contemporary discourse of deviance that pervaded the 
medical and legal institutions of the fin-de-siècle.  Again, the idea of seeing and 
observing as a way to truth is an important theme, but here, the adherence to observation 
obfuscates the truth in favor of a dogmatic approach to criminality and deviance. 
 Later in the novel, as the investigation into the murderous affair progresses, the 
investigating magistrate, Monsieur Camy-Lamotte, indeed discovers the truth during an 
interrogation with Séverine, but the discovery of the true conspiracy to murder 
Grandmorin does nothing to promote the interests of justice.  Again, as with Denizet’s 
doctrinaire view of deviance, Zola depicts the medico-legal approach to deviance as 
being motivated by factors other than the pursuit of truth and the protection of the social 
body’s integrity.  As Camy-Lamotte mulls over his discovery, his subsequent actions are 
mitigated by other circumstances that reveal the degree to which political corruption 
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could interfere with the medico-legal pursuit of justice.  Zola’s narrator describes Camy-
Lamotte’s internal dialogue on how to proceed with the investigation: 
“He was trying to work out what would happen if, instead of Cabuche, it was the 
Roubauds who were put on trial.  One thing was certain; Roubaud would tell 
everything – how his wife had also been violated when she was a young girl, the 
subsequent adultery, the jealous rage which had driven him to commit murder.  
Moreover, it would no longer be the trial of a domestic servant and a criminal 
who had already served time; Roubaud was respectably employed and he was 
married, to a very attractive woman.  People would start asking all sorts of 
questions about middle-class morality and the sort of people that the railway 
companies chose to employ.  What was more, with a man like President 
Grandmorin, you never knew what might come to light.  How many other 
unforeseen scandals would they run into?  No, the Roubauds might well be guilty, 
but to put them on trial would be a very messy affair.  Monsieur Camy-Lamotte 
had decided; they must avoid proceeding against the Roubauds at all costs.  If 
anyone was to be prosecuted, he tended to think it should be Cabuche, even 
though he was innocent.”52 
 
For Camy-Lamotte, the truth about the murder is a consideration secondary to that of the 
integrity of the company’s reputation and the reputation of Grandmorin in his capacity as 
a political official.  For Denizet and Camy-Lamotte the policing of deviance was a part of 
a wider spectrum of political and social considerations that had nothing to do with truth, 
contrary to the pretensions of the medico-legal professions.  What actually mattered were 
the appearance, the spectacle, and the performance of normalcy.  Based on surface 
observations, it would appear that the authorities had performed their jobs laudably by 
apprehending a man who looks the part, Cabuche, while maintaining the integrity of 
bourgeois morality by ignoring the crimes of the apparently respectable Roubauds.  If 
Zola believed that the novel performed the same function as the courts and the medico-
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legists by parading the deviant before the public, then La Bête humaine paraded the 
possibility that the true deviants could be the authorities themselves.  The truth depended 
on where you looked – at the perceived spectacle of justice or at the operations of the 
authorities behind the stage. 
 In comparison, the one true deviant (in medico-legal terms) is Lantier, the 
degenerate scion of a long line of alcoholics and perverts.  Lantier shows no outward sign 
of his degeneracy, and by all accounts appears a hardworking member of the rail 
company.  Able to repress his murderous urges throughout most of the novel, he is the 
lone witness to Roubaud’s murder, thus being in a privileged position to unravel the 
entire story being concocted by the authorities so as to maintain order and stability.  
Ultimately he does not, in order to spare Séverine and eventually become her lover.  
When he finally succumbs to his murderous desire in killing Séverine, Roubaud is 
ultimately blamed, even though all of the parties involved – Cabuche, Roubaud, and 
Lantier – know the truth.  When Roubaud points to a piece of evidence that would reveal 
the entire truth – about Grandmorin, about Roubaud’s murder of Grandmorin, and the 
subsequent entanglements between Séverine and Lantier – the magistrates ignore it, and 
under oath Lantier lies to uphold the story being presented by the officials.  While Lantier 
ultimately dies at the hand of a co-worker (ironically, for something he did not do), in the 
eyes of the law he is innocent, despite his heavy involvement in the dastardly deeds 
heretofore committed. 
 The story, in other words, inverts the order of the panoptic society.  The 
magistrates, charged with being the watchful eyes of society, allow their eyes to deceive 
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them for a greater cause; Lantier, the degenerate who saw everything including the 
ineptitude of the examining authorities, used his knowledge to help unravel the very 
concept of justice and stability.  As the magistrate himself admitted toward the final trial 
of the novel, “Justice, after all, was nothing but a grand illusion!  When the path to truth 
was so tangled and overgrown, the belief in justice was a snare.  It was better to be safe 
than sorry, and do what he could to prop up this ailing remnant of Empire as it teetered 
on the brink of collapse.”53 
 Whereas Zola used such complicated intermingling of sight, spectacle, and 
degeneration to expose the contradictions inherent in any system that aims to certainty 
and stability despite being created by human beings who, by their very nature, are prone 
to deception and fallibility, other authors would attack the very premise that certainty 
could be achieved in the first place.  For Zola, the panoptic society may be fooled by its 
reliance on visual truth, but that visual truth can be objectively measured and known in its 
entirety if we choose to see it.  Other authors, and particularly J.-K. Huysmans, would use 
such contradictions to point out the futility of the exercise in the first place.  In 
Huysmans’ case, a growing attraction to Catholicism led him to increasingly criticize the 
materialist basis upon which legal medicine, republican politics, and Zola’s naturalism 
were founded.  For example, in Huysmans’ later novel, Là-Bas [The Damned] (1891) – a 
book described by Nordau as being “as repulsive as it is silly” – the point is not to 
maintain the deviant at the distance required by the Faculté de Médecine or the 
boulevard, but rather to negate the contention that deviance itself is an entirely bad 
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thing.54  The main character, Durtal, is engrossed in a study of the fifteenth-century 
murderer and sexual sadist, Gilles de Rais, and becomes obsessed by the question of 
Satanism, a practice that de Rais also enjoyed.  Through his studies, Durtal comes to 
embody the medico-legal clinician by asserting that he can understand the outlandish 
degenerate behavior of Gilles de Rais through careful study and observation.  The novel, 
however, transforms the anticipated dynamic and outcomes of such study into its 
opposite – rather than becoming more assured that evil can be understood and controlled, 
Durtal’s descent into his studies reveals that underlying every rationalist system of 
control lies a darker underbelly in which pure evil can never be understood or eradicated. 
 In order to lend his work more credence, Durtal explores the need for an 
examination of contemporary Satanism, a move that puts him into contact with the 
ravishingly evil Mme. Chantelouve.  Initially drawn to her through lust, he delights in the 
fact that Chantelouve is involved with a circle of Parisian Satanists that regularly 
performs Black Masses and, as Durtal states, “all I need is to attend the Black Mass to 
make myself quite an expert on Satanism as it is practiced [sic] today. [...]  No sooner do 
I start to get interested in Gilles de Rais and the question of medieval Devil-worship and I 
get whisked off on a conducted tour of contemporary Satanism in Paris!”55  Indeed, after 
Mme. Chantelouve takes him to a Black Mass, she becomes passionately heated and 
throws herself at him; he is so repulsed that he refuses her amorous advances at first, but 
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finally succumbs.56  Disgusted by the depths to which he had fallen due to lust, he 
abandons Chantelouve in his remorse at having profaned himself.  Durtal’s trajectory 
throughout the narrative echoes that of À Rebours and Nana:  the path from distanced 
observer, entertained or fascinated by the sight or the idea of deviance as an object of 
study, to active participant. 
 In the many perversions that it describes, the story is sensationalistic and 
spectacular, which would put it right at home amidst the fait divers in the pages of 
L’Écho de Paris, where it was first serialized.  Despite the grotesque and lurid adventures 
of Durtal and Chantelouve, however, the book attracted little outrage from the public.57  
Perhaps the unusual public response was due to the subtext that was not so carefully 
hidden within the catalogue of deviant acts that engenders the rest of the novel.  As 
Huysmans described in a letter to a friend, the novel was his attempt to deal with the 
positivism of Zola that, Huysmans said, “absolutely fills me with disgust.”58  In 
repudiating materialist philosophies of deviance, Huysmans tried to re-infuse the 
anticlerical society of the Third Republic with a sense of wonder about phenomena 
beyond the purview of rationalist discourse.  Rather than write a lengthy treatise on the 
role of religion in society, however, Huysmans chose to express this concept through the 
spectacular antics of such deeply immoral and degenerate figures like Gilles de Rais and 
Mme. Chantelouve.  Indeed, it is paradoxically Durtal’s positivistic study of de Rais that 
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leads him to the conclusion that positivism runs counter to actual experience.  As Durtal 
states: 
“None of the theories of modern writers such as Lombroso and Maudsley go 
anywhere near explaining the terrible crimes of Gilles de Rais.  It is obviously 
right to classify him as some kind of monomaniac, if by that term we mean 
everyone who is dominated by a fixed idea.  But then every one of us, more or 
less, is a monomaniac in that sense, from the businessman, whose thoughts all 
converge on the one goal of making a profit, to the artist absorbed in the creation 
of his œuvre.  But what was it about the Maréchal [de Rais] that made him turn 
into a monomaniac?  How did he become like that?  All the Lombrosos in the 
world can’t supply an answer to that question.”59             
 
For Huysmans, the question of deviance (or, more broadly, “evil”) is one that cannot be 
defined by rationalist examination.  As Durtal states many times in the text, Charcot and 
other physicians may find abundant evidence of hysteria, but the question remains as to 
whether people behave as if they are possessed because of the hysteria, or whether they 
are hysterical because they are possessed.  Thanks to his unique position as one who has 
studied deviance, and even fallen into it, he is able to see that, no matter how much it is 
studied, control will always elude the clinician’s gaze. 
 Taken together, both La Bête humaine and Là-Bas represent different ways in 
which the medico-legal gaze can be problematized by introducing new methods of seeing 
into the existing structure of the panoptic society.  In La Bête humaine, the clinical gaze 
exists to keep order in a world that is rapidly coming undone – symbolized by the 
degenerate lives of railway workers – while at the same time showing that, through the 
eyes of the same degenerates, the system is merely a veneer for a society that is already 
unraveled.  In Là-Bas, the fundamental concept of the panoptic society, that order can be 
                                                
59 Huysmans, The Damned, 95. 
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maintained by the potentially-omnipresent watchful eye of authority, disturbed the 
detachment of those who study the deviant and, consequently, the very idea of 
materialistic explanations for human behavior.  Like the lecherous men of Nana or the 
voyeurism implied by À Rebours, Là-Bas shows that it is not only the spectators who 
may collapse the boundary between viewer and viewed by becoming voyeurs; the 
medico-legist himself cannot escape the lure of the other. 
 
V.  CONCLUSION: THE NOVEL IN THE PUBLIC SQUARE 
 The fin-de-siècle novel can be seen as the other side of the panoptic society that 
emerged during the late nineteenth century from the intersection of medico-legal 
authority and the rise of urban consumer culture.  For both the medico-legist and the 
novelist, observation of human behavior provided the key to understanding and 
controlling the deviant.  The medico-legal community aggressively exploited this 
relationship by conforming their treatises to the standards of the boulevard, mimicking 
newspapers and novels to provide the intellectual link between the medico-legal gaze and 
urban flânerie.  What the medico-legal establishment failed to entertain was the notion 
that, once an idea enters the public, the public is also able to gaze back, with unexpected 
consequences.  Using their own brand of panopticism, such novelists as Zola, Huysmans, 
and Barbusse played with the boundaries of visual control imagined by the medico-legal 
flâneur.  First, they repeatedly proposed that every act of viewership contains an element 
of voyeurism capable of abrogating the distance deemed necessary to stability by the 
panoptic society.  Second, within the novel, the recreated world of panoptic viewership 
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was capable of seeing not only the deviant, but also through the deviant to expose the 
contradictions and motivations that legal medicine upheld.  Ironically, in courting public 
culture to promote and reify medico-legal concepts, that same culture used the concepts 
of legal medicine to expose the contradictions within its suppositions. 
 The medico-legal establishment was not unaware of such developments, 
frequently excoriating the sort of popular science that they had once so usefully 
employed, and particularly, the role of the “scientific novel” in bastardizing the pure 
rationality of legal medicine.  Zola, as noted above, was under the impression that the 
novel could act with no less intellectual rigor than the medico-legal establishment.  If 
legal medicine (and the bourgeois republic that it represented) could benefit from the 
exhibition and commodification of deviance in the public square, then the novelist as 
both an observer and a purveyor of human experience in the public market could act 
equally as a conduit for establishing modern social, cultural, and political identities.  As 
Thomas Laqueur has noted, both novels and medico-legal inquests attempted to “locate 
the lives and sufferings of others in a social context, making them intelligible to readers 
[…] of a mass public that feels itself implicated in the particular evils that befall others 
and able to control these evils by incorporating them into narrative and action.”60  
Certainly, Zola was an outspoken advocate of this position.  Like scientists, he wrote, 
novelists are “experimental moralists, showing through experience the manner in which 
                                                
60 Thomas W. Laqueur, “Bodies, Details, and the Humanitarian Narrative,” in The New Cultural History, 
ed. Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 195. 
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human passion operates in a social milieu.”61  By placing archetypal characters into 
realistic situations, Zola believed that human identity and behavior could be predicted, 
and that such knowledge could be distributed through the novel in the marketplace. 
 If authors such as Zola adopted the mantle of the medico-legists in their approach 
to literature, the respect was not mutual.  Curiously, many medico-legists considered the 
unrestricted description of deviance (even within a scientific context) to be as dangerous 
as deviance itself.  While he was hardly alone in holding this view, Max Nordau was 
particularly adamant about the role of literature (as well as other forms of culture) in the 
propagation of deviance.  “Mystics, but especially ego-maniacs and filthy pseudo-realists 
[among whom Nordau included Zola], are enemies to society of the direst kind,” Nordau 
proclaimed.62  The propagation of deviance through such methods as the novel made 
degeneration particularly difficult to stamp out, as the “public prosecutor and criminal 
judge are not the proper protectors of society against crime committed with pen and 
crayon.”63  For Nordau, only men with “freedom from prejudice and freedom of mind, 
intelligence and independence” were capable of controlling such infamy, men such as 
Henry Maudsley, Charcot, Valentin Magnan, and Lombroso have “disseminated 
knowledge which would make it impossible in those countries for pronounced lunatics 
[…] to gain an influence over hundreds of thousands of electoral citizens […].”64  For 
Nordau, the medico-legal establishment, by virtue of its prolonged campaign to 
                                                
61 “[…] des moralistes expérimentateurs, montrant par l’expérience de quelle façon se comporte une 
passion dans un milieu social.”  Zola, Le Roman expérimental, 66. 
62 Nordau, Degeneration, 557. 
63 Ibid., 557-558. 
64 Ibid., 558-559. 
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disseminate knowledge of deviance, comprised just the right association of intelligent 
men that could stem the tide of deviant literature that so threatened society.  For him, as 
for others, the establishment of identities, of those “inside” and those “outside” the social 
body, was the domain of a select few individuals that possessed the necessary skills and 
intellectual frame-of-mind; the relaxation of such qualifications could only lead to false 
knowledge and the widespread acceptance of pseudoscientific ideas of deviance.  For the 
medico-legists, the distribution of knowledge of deviance in the public square was an 
essential part of controlling deviance in a republican society, so long as the public 
exhibition of deviance was stewarded by qualified members of the intellectual 
establishment. 
 Among the medico-legists, Max Nordau was particularly emphatic about the 
degenerative effects of Zola’s work.  While admitting that “His flair for what is 
occupying public opinion is, perhaps, the most essential part of his talent,” Nordau goes 
on to argue that Zola’s experimental novels are anything but scientific, and represent 
nothing but the fiendishly degenerate mind of a supposed “artist”: 
“[Zola] has chosen for the subject of his magnum opus the most exceptional case he 
could possibly have found – a group of degenerates, lunatics, criminals, prostitutes, 
and ‘mattoids’ whose morbid nature places them apart from the species; who do not 
belong to a regular society, but are expelled from it, and at strife with it; who conduct 
themselves as complete strangers to their epoch and country, and are, by their manner 
of existence, not members of any modern civilized people whatever, but belong to a 
horde of primitive wild men of bygone ages.  M. Zola affirms that he describes life as 
he has observed it, and persons he has seen.  He has in reality seen nothing and 
observed nothing [...].”65 
 
                                                
65 Ibid., 474; 495-496. 
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Given Nordau’s views on modern culture and its ability to destabilize the senses and 
further sow the seeds of degeneration, the obscenity of Zola’s works could only serve to 
spread filth and degeneracy throughout the social body.  Not only were Zola’s novels, in 
Nordau’s view, imagination parading as science, but also they were clearly designed to 
appeal to the prurient interest rather than the best interests of society.  “That he is a sexual 
psychopath is betrayed on every page of his novels,” wrote Nordau.  He continued: 
“He revels continually in representations from the region of the basest sensuality, and 
interweaves them in all the events of his novels without being able in any way to 
assign an artistic reason for this forced introduction.  His consciousness is peopled 
with images of unnatural vice, bestiality, passivism, and other aberrations, and he is 
not satisfied with lingering libidinously over human acts of such a nature, but he even 
produces pairing animals.””66 
 
Nordau’s description highlighted not only what he perceived as Zola’s degeneracy, but 
also that Zola’s “experimental novels” resembled nothing more than pornography, a 
subset of literature that Nordau considered even more odious than the works of Oscar 
Wilde or Henrik Ibsen.67  In this, Nordau was by no means alone.  Zola was the subject of 
works ranging from Édouard Toulouse’s 1896 study, as head of clinical medicine for 
mental illness at the Faculté de Médecine of Paris, which attempted to elucidate a link 
between Zola’s genius and diseases of the nervous system to Dr. Georges Laupts’ 
reminiscences of his interviews with Zola while working on the subject of 
homosexuality.68 
                                                
66 Ibid., 500. 
67 Nordau referred to pornographers as a “filth-loving herd of swine” that “have no claim to the measure of 
pity which may still be extended to degenerates properly so called, as invalids […].”  Ibid., 557. 
68 Édouard Toulouse, Émile Zola (Paris: Société d’Éditions Scientifiques, 1896); G. Laupts (pseud.), “À la 
mémoire de Zola,” Archives de l’anthropologie criminelle et de psychologie normale et pathologique 22 
(1907): 825-841. 
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In as much as Zola and Huysmans attempted to utilize the tropes and structures of 
legal medicine in their novelistic examinations of deviance, the medico-legal community 
also realized the danger in the appropriation of medico-legal concepts within the broader 
culture of fin-de-siècle France.  In the preface to La Flore pornographique [The 
Pornographic Guide] (1885), a “pornographic glossary” of words taken from Zola’s 
works that was aimed at educating the public in the development of the French language, 
the medico-legist Ambroise Macrobe tells us that some may cry scandal, but “we would 
respond with simplicity that a people gets the glossaries it deserves, and that it would be 
ridiculous to blame a pornographic dictionary in an era when, among other novels, Nana 
and Pot-Bouille, those masterworks of the genre, sell a hundred thousand copies.”69  As if 
to emphasize the point, not only does the author echo Lacassagne’s admonition that 
“society gets the criminals it deserves,” but the cover illustration of people suckling at a 
pig’s teats reinforced the idea that society had created the degeneracy of Zola’s works, 
and it would only spread further through their consumption (see Figure 1).  For the 
medico-legist, the ability to see may not be exclusive to the medico-legal gaze, but there 
was an equal recognition that the concept behind panoptic systems of control was 
likewise affected (perhaps detrimentally) by the gaze of those it was meant to control. 
                                                
69 “[…] nous répondrions avec simplicité qu’un people a les glossaires qu’il mérite, et qu’il serait bien 
ridicule s’il blâmait un dictionnaire pornographique, à une époque où, entre autres romans, Nana et Pot-
Bouille, ces chefs-d’œuvre du genre, se vendent à cent mille exemplaires.”  Ambroise Macrobe, La Flore 
pornographique: Glossaire de l'école naturaliste (Paris: Doublelzévir, 1885), 23.  The word flore is 
associated with botanical taxonomy guides.  While I have translated it here simply as “guide,” the scientific 
connotation is suggestive of the medico-legal approach to sexual deviance and pornographic literature. 
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CHAPTER III 
 
LIBERALISM WITHOUT RATIONALITY: REASON, REVOLUTION, AND THE SEARCH FOR 
NARRATIVE IN FIN-DE-SIÈCLE FRANCE 
 
 
I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 June 24, 1894 started out as a day of celebration for President of the Republic, 
Marie François Sadi Carnot.  In Lyon to celebrate the Lyon Exhibition, Carnot had just 
finished a public speaking engagement to thunderous applause, when his presidential 
parade made its way through the city streets to attend a production at a local theater.  
Riding in an open carriage, Carnot waved at the admiring crowds enthusiastically lining 
the streets.  Few could have suspected that it would be his last official duty as the highly 
popular President of the Republic.  Shoving his way through the crowd with a concealed 
dagger, the young Italian anarchist, Santo Caserio, leapt at the President, striking a mortal 
wound into Carnot’s liver, all the while shouting “Vive l’anarchie!”1  In the confusion 
following the attack, the local police had to restrain a violent mob from lynching Caserio 
on the scene, and the President was rushed to a nearby facility.  After several hours of 
medical examinations, operations, and painful delirium, the President succumbed to his 
wounds shortly after midnight on June 25, 1894.  Outpourings of grief flooded the French 
newspapers, foreign dignitaries and ordinary citizens heaped condolences upon “the 
                                                
1 Due to spelling inconsistencies, Caserio’s poor language skills, and bad record-keeping, Santo Caserio is 
sometimes referred to as Sante Caserio, Caserio Santo, Ieronimo Caserio, Santo Jeronimo Caserio, and any 
of a number of other permutations of the above.  For purposes of clarity, this work will refer to him as 
“Santo Caserio” or just “Caserio,” except in direct quotations where his name is spelled alternatively.  For a 
complete account of the events with primary source documents, see Pierre Truche, L'Anarchiste et son 
juge: À propos de l'assassinat de Sadi Carnot (Paris: Fayard, 1994).  The four most spectacular anarchist 
attacks -- those of François-Claudius Ravachol, Auguste Vaillant, Émile Henry, and Santo Caserio -- are 
described in generous detail in J.C. Longoni, The Four Patients of Dr. Deibler: A Study in Anarchy 
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1970). 
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widow Carnot,” and the President was given an elaborate funeral service and procession 
on his way to his final resting place in the Panthéon, the tomb of all the great men and 
women of France.  The President of the Republic had been successfully assassinated in 
the name of anarchy. 
 By 1894 the French were no strangers to anarchist violence.  Between 1892 and 
1894, such anarchists as Ravachol, Auguste Vaillant, and Émile Henry had lobbed bombs 
into marketplaces, cafés, and even into the Chamber of Deputies to awaken the world to 
their radical ideals.2  Perhaps more unsettling than the constant threat of terrorism was the 
seemingly amorphous nature of the anarchist movement.  At times indistinguishable from 
socialist and leftist political ideologies, anarchism occupied an unusual place between 
classical liberalism in its advocacy of unrestrained individualism, and radical leftism in 
its denunciation of bourgeois oppression of the working classes.3  In addition, as 
authorities sought to control anarchist networks, they frequently discovered that anarchist 
terrorism failed to fit into a definable pattern.  Some worked as part of an extended cabal 
of like-minded anarchists; some were rogue individuals.  Some came from the criminal 
underworld; some were peasants; some were highly educated members of the 
                                                
2 For the classic history of anarchist attacks in the early Third Republic, see Jean Maitron, Histoire du 
mouvement anarchiste en France (1880-1914) (Paris: Société Universitaire d'Éditions et de Librairie, 
1951), particularly pp. 195-230.  See also Maitron, Ravachol et les anarchistes (Paris: Collection 
Archives/Julliard, 1964).  For a description of anarchism in the broader political context of the early Third 
Republic, see Jean-Marie Mayeur and Madeleine Rebérioux, The Third Republic from its Origins to the 
Great War, 1871-1914, trans. J.R. Foster (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 123-175; 
Maurice Agulhon, The French Republic 1879-1992, trans. Antonia Nevill (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 
1993), 73-75; 128-132. 
3 For a discussion of the relationship of anarchism to other leftist movements, see Marie Fleming, The 
Anarchist Way to Socialism: Élisée Reclus and Nineteenth-Century European Anarchism (London: Croom 
Helm Ltd., 1979). 
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bourgeoisie.4  In a political environment that sought control over deviance by rigidly 
defining criminal types and policing behavior, such amorphous and indefinable criminals 
posed a severe threat.   
 As a consequence of the effort to define the anarchist, the need for a narrative in 
which anarchist violence could be readily understood became pressing to medico-legal 
authorities, but to the public at large, as well.  The medico-legal approach to anarchism 
sought to fit the anarchist into an established narrative of deviance, and in so doing, make 
the heretofore ambiguous figure of “the anarchist” readable, understandable, and 
controllable.  Under this approach, the anarchist’s motivations, psychology, and behavior 
would fall under the gaze of the microscope and be subject to the authoritative 
interpretation of the scientist as the arbiter of truth.5  What the present chapter will show, 
however, is that, despite the cultivation of a positivist culture in which medico-legal 
discourse sought to become the pre-eminent mode of understanding and controlling 
deviance, the pathological definition of deviance was not the primary mode of discourse 
through which deviance was understood in the public arena. 
 The “crowd” – an amorphous entity that, in the minds of many, was at once very 
dangerous to the established order and, according to medico-legal theory, eminently 
controllable – was not, as I will demonstrate, simply a passive receptor of the medico-
legal theory, but rather an entity that engaged public opinion against the official view of 
                                                
4 For a description of the daily life of anarchists see André Nataf, La Vie quotidienne des anarchistes en 
France, 1880-1910 (Paris: Hachette, 1986). 
5 For a discussion of the role of the medical case history in the creation of narrative, see Thomas W. 
Laqueur, “Bodies, Details, and the Humanitarian Narrative” in Lynn Hunt, ed., The New Cultural History 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), especially 194-196. 
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the medico-legal establishment.  By identifying the tensions between the Panopticon ideal 
and the ideals of a republican society, the crowd refused to be pathologized and, instead, 
created new notions of social control based on contemporary public culture.  The public, I 
suggest, understood deviance less as a pathological condition (one that could possibly be 
rehabilitated or even forgiven) and more through the lens of an emerging counter-
discourse based on spectacle, and particularly theatrical representation.6  In so doing, the 
Parisian crowd replaced the gaze of the medico-legist with the gaze of the public as the 
arbiter of purity and danger. 
 When presented with the challenge of defining anarchist violence, the medico-
legal establishment rose to the occasion by generating a spate of treatises that examined 
the psychology of the anarchist deviant and the legal ramifications of such psychological 
aberrations.  The anarchist conflation of political ideology with criminality made radical 
politics an area of open possibility for medico-legists and other social scientists to 
explore yet another aspect of the “criminal mind.”  In this way, the understanding of 
radical politics could be likened to the identifiable and controllable categories of mental 
illness that included the “criminal type,” sexual deviants, hysterics, and other 
pathologized social groups, thereby negating the transformative aspects of an otherwise 
revolutionary ideology.  By relegating a rational, thoughtful political position to the realm 
of irrational abnormality, the value of anarchist thought could be compared to the ravings 
                                                
6 In this, I am relying on Michel Foucault's discussion of counter-discourse as a “multiplicity of discursive 
elements that come into play in various strategies.”  See Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An 
Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), 100-102. 
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of madmen.  Thus, revolution could be seen as madness – a collapse of the personal and 
social boundaries that would undo any sense of order, of security, or identity. 
 Late nineteenth-century medico-legal discourse served as a scientific bulwark for 
the social order embodied by bourgeois institutions of the Second Empire and the Third 
Republic, and anarchism threatened to undo that system by advocating a worldview in 
which deference to any authority beyond the self constituted a form of slavery.  By 
challenging the accepted categories of social interaction, anarchism presented a political 
position that fell beyond the parameters of accepted experience.  According to Mary 
Douglas, in such a system of ritual purity and danger – where the bourgeois norm is 
coded as “pure” and anything challenging that system is “dangerous” – the idea of a 
rational political position that challenged such accepted wisdom threatens to undermine 
the system of symbols that orders experience.  Consequently, anarchism was molded to 
fit into such a system of labels by pathologizing it.  As Douglas explains, “At any time 
we may have to modify our structure of assumptions to accommodate new experience, 
but the more consistent experience is with the past, the more confidence we can have in 
our assumptions.  Uncomfortable facts that refuse to be fitted in, we find ourselves 
ignoring or distorting so that they do not disturb these established assumptions.”7  In the 
case of fin-de-siècle French anarchism, the “uncomfortable fact,” the abject, is a 
seemingly untenable political ideology; to fit into the preconceived system, it morphed 
into pathology. 
                                                
7 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An analysis of the concepts of pollution and taboo (New York: 
Routledge, 1966), 37-38. 
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 Transforming radical politics into pathology created a narrative into which the 
disparate elements of the anarchist movement could be incorporated and understood, a 
narrative that was already consonant with existing ideas about the health and decline of 
the social body in the Third Republic.  It also helped to cement the position of the 
medico-legists within the positivist culture that they cultivated by reinforcing the idea of 
the medico-legist as the arbiter of truth and protector of society.  In response to the 
imminent threat of radical violence, this chapter proposes, a separate narrative was 
created independently of the medico-legal perspective on anarchist violence, and that the 
new, popular narrative sought to reassert a sense of control in opposition to medico-legal 
theories in which free will and individual agency are figments of the collective 
imagination.  Instead of seeking meaning and definition from a cadre of specially trained 
technicians that held a semi-aristocratic view of their position in society, the broader 
culture sought meaning and control in popular forms of cultural expression found in the 
mass culture of modern urban life. 
 
II.  POLITICS AS PATHOLOGY 
 In approaching the problem of revolutionary violence, the overriding concern for 
medico-legists (as propagandists for the conservative bourgeois republicanism of the 
Third Republic) was ultimately to describe the inherent irrationality of anarchism as a 
political position.  The emphasis on irrationality – and irrationality as a function of 
mental imbalance or degeneration – had enormous political resonance in the Third 
Republic.  As Jan Goldstein and Alice Conklin have argued, the Third Republic’s 
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ideological basis was strongly tied to an intellectual tradition of science and reason.  For 
Goldstein, the Third Republic offered an ideal chance for both republicans and 
psychiatrists to combine forces against the repressive and backward-thinking past 
associations with the Catholic Church.  As Goldstein states, “Confining itself to the 
observed regularities in the relations among phenomena and shunning all talk of ultimate 
causes, […] positivism connoted anticlericalism – distrust or even detestation of the 
Catholic Church as a retrograde force militating against both scientific and social 
progress.”8  Taking matters a step further, Alice Conklin has posited that a scientific 
“mastery of nature, including the human body, and mastery of […] ‘social behavior’” 
was essential to the very idea of French republicanism, in that such mastery allowed 
civilization “to be free from specific forms of tyranny: the tyranny of the elements over 
man, of disease over health, of instinct over reason, of ignorance over knowledge and of 
despotism over liberty.”  For Conklin, it was because “the French believed that hey had 
triumphed over geography, climate, and disease to create new internal and external 
markets, and because they before all other nations had overcome oppression and 
superstition to form a democratic and rational government, that republican France 
deemed itself so civilized.”9 
 In a society founded on the idea of rationality, and especially rationality in 
political discourse, the anarchist represented a paradox in republican political discourse.  
                                                
8 Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth Century 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 361.  See also Goldstein, “The Hysteria Diagnosis and the 
Politics of Anticlericalism in Late Nineteenth-Century France”, The Journal of Modern History 54, no. 2 
(June 1982): 209-239. 
9 Alice L. Conklin, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican Idea of Empire in France and West Africa, 1895-
1930 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 5-6. 
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Anarchists were advocates for freedom, but anarchistic freedom was one that existed 
outside the established boundaries of political freedom that characterized the Third 
Republic.  The cognitive dissonance in such a position appeared to bourgeois liberals and 
republicans as a representation of a type of liberalism without rationality.  That anarchists 
advocated freedom was not, in itself, dangerous; that the freedom they advocated 
vehemently rejected the ordered, rational politics of republicanism was beyond the 
understanding of the liberal bourgeois political structure.  Consequently, the anarchist 
political position had to be reinterpreted – if republicanism represented a rational, 
scientific freedom, and anarchists were against it, then anarchism was in itself irrational 
and untenable as a facet of political discourse.  In Mary Douglas’ terms, once the “pure” 
was established, that which did not fit the pre-established categories was abjected and 
characterized as the other – dangerous, chaotic, insane. 
 Perhaps most telling in this regard was the work of the pre-eminent fin-de-siècle 
researcher on crowd psychology, Gustave Le Bon.  France, and Paris in particular, were 
no strangers to revolutionary violence at the hands of an unruly mob.  The political 
establishment of the Third Republic, having emerged from a violent conflict with just 
such a “mob,” was very aware of the power that crowds could have in effecting 
revolutionary change.  That anarchist violence was meant to incite the crowd to such 
revolution was also no secret, as anarchist “propaganda of the deed” was designed to 
make as big an impression as possible.  Le Bon’s writings on the crowd appealed to the 
political establishment of late nineteenth-century France in that it explained, in 
rationalistic terms, the irrationality and intellectual foolishness of the revolutionary 
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crowd.  In the new political atmosphere of the Third Republic, republican leaders were 
much indebted to Le Bon’s work for, as Susanna Barrows has suggested, theorists like Le 
Bon attempted to counter the influence of revolutionary propaganda through the 
“dissemination of conservative ideology in the guise of objective truth.”10 
 In Le Bon’s conception, crowds (and, above all, revolutionary crowds) were 
composed of a hodgepodge of definable characteristics that made them the most irrational 
and impulsive of social bodies: 
“It will be remarked that among the special characteristics of crowds there are 
several – such as impulsiveness, irritability, incapacity to reason, the absence of 
judgment and of the critical spirit, the exaggeration of the sentiments, and others 
besides – which are almost always observed in beings belonging to inferior forms 
of evolution – in women, savages, and children, for instance.  However, I merely 
demonstrate this analogy in passing; its demonstration is outside the scope of this 
work.  It would, moreover, be useless for persons acquainted with the psychology 
of primitive beings, and would scarcely carry conviction to those in ignorance of 
this matter.”11 
 
While Le Bon’s casual racism and sexism were integral to his anxiety-ridden positivism, 
they do not override his point, namely, that the crowd is of such an inferior order that it is 
almost a literal, physical embodiment of mental incapacity.  Among the list of qualities 
                                                
10 Susanna Barrows, Distorting Mirrors: Visions of the Crowd in Late Nineteenth-Century France (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), 162.  For more on the intersection of politics with crowd psychology, 
and particularly the work of Gustave Le Bon, see Robert A. Nye, The Origins of Crowd Psychology: 
Gustave Le Bon and the Crisis of Mass Democracy in the Third Republic (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 
1975) and Crime, Madness, & Politics in Modern France: The Medical Concept of National Decline 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Daniel Pick, Faces of degeneration: A European disorder, 
c.1848-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 90-95; Stuart Ewen, PR!: A Social History 
of Spin (New York: BasicBooks, 1996), especially chapter 7; Serge Moscovici, The Age of the Crowd: A 
Historical Treatise on Mass Psychology, trans. J.C. Whitehouse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1985); Naomi Schor, Zola's Crowds (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978).  Sigmund Freud’s 
critical conversation with Le Bon’s work in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego is an 
indispensable source here.  See Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, trans. James 
Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1959 [orig. pub. 1921]). 
11 Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, trans. not named (Marietta, GA: Cherokee 
Publishing Company, 1982), 16. 
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that Le Bon describes as characteristic of crowds, the main theme is one of irrationality.  
The crowd, for Le Bon, is impulsive and incapable of rational discourse, prone to 
emotional extremes, and subject to the whims of passion.  Once we are part of the crowd, 
Le Bon tells us, our higher cognition ends, and we become slaves to our collective 
subconscious, as if hypnotized, where the “conscious personality has entirely vanished” 
and “will and discernment are lost.”12  If politics was to be as scientifically and rationally 
ordered as possible, then the revolutionary crowd was the complete antithesis – chaotic, 
irrational, and the living embodiment of madness. 
 Of course Le Bon was concerned with crowds in general, as he equally distrusted 
radical revolutionaries and republican electorates.  Other medico-legists were more 
precise in their scientific inquiries into the revolutionary mind.  For these authors, 
revolutionary violence was of course problematic, but the control of such violence was 
not necessarily relegated to policing political demonstrations and arresting underground 
cabals and anarchist networks.  These medico-legists advocated an approach to the 
individual psychology of the anarchist “type,” just as one would approach the study of 
any other criminal.  In exploring anarchist psychology, medico-legists outlined an 
exclusive set of characteristics against which the anarchist could be evaluated.  In so 
doing, the medico-legists wove the anarchist into the larger narrative of pathology, thus 
rendering anarchist violence and propaganda readable, understandable, and ultimately, 
controllable.  In an urban society that relied on the narrative of rehabilitation to make the 
physical reality of urban life congruent with the symbolic need to maintain a “pure” 
                                                
12 Ibid., 11. 
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social body, a pathological approach to revolutionary violence both discredited political 
dissidents and kept the border between purity and danger intact. 
 Many of the fin-de-siècle medico-legists attempted to outline the specific mental 
characteristics that defined the anarchist (and therefore, revolution against the bourgeois 
republican order) as irrational and inconceivable within the politics of the Third 
Republic.  Achille Hamon’s 1895 study, Psychologie de l’anarchiste-socialiste 
[Psychology of the Anarchist-Socialist], was one such example in which Hamon 
described what he considered to be the exact composition of the mental state of the 
“anarchist-socialist”: 
“The anarchist-socialist has a mental constitution that is particular to him, one that 
is an aggregate of psychic characteristics.  These characteristics, as we have 
determined by observation and reason, are:  Rebellious Spirit, Love of Liberty, of 
the Self, of Others, Sensibility, a Sense of justice, Intellectual curiosity, a Sense of 
logic, and a Spirit of proselytism. […] 
 Each one of these psychic characteristics that we have determined by positive 
and rational methods pertains to individuals who are not at all anarchist-socialists.  
But the ensemble of these mental characteristics is constitutive of the essential 
state of socialist-anarchists.”13 
 
Hamon, although generally sympathetic to the anarchist cause, provided a succinct 
iteration of what many of his colleagues had been describing for years, namely, the 
existence of a certain and precise set of characteristics that describe and direct the 
                                                
13 “L’anarchiste-socialiste a donc une constitution mentale qui lui est particulière et qui est un agrégat de 
caractères psychiques.  Ces caractères sont, nous l’avons vu par l’observation et rationellement: Esprit de 
Révolte, Amour de la Liberté, du Moi, d’Autrui, Sensibilité, Sentiment de justice, Curiosité de connaître, 
Sens de la logique, Esprit de prosélytisme.. […] 
     “Chacun des caractères psychiques que nous avons déterminés par les méthodes positive et rationelle 
appartient à des individus qui ne sont point anarchistes-socialistes.  Mais l’ensemble de ces caractères 
mentaux est constitutif de l’état essentiel des socialistes-anarchistes.”  A. Hamon, Psychologie de 
l'anarchiste-socialiste (Paris: Librairie Tresse & Stock, 1895), 273-276. 
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actions, thought processes, and political beliefs of mass social movements.  Socialism, to 
be sure, fell directly under this umbrella, but as the socialists generally eschewed criminal 
acts as a means of propaganda, the implication was clear: anarchists are a class of 
definable criminal like any other, subject to a precise set of psychological characteristics 
that make them inherently beyond the capability of rational discourse. 
 Certainly, discourse over what exactly constituted the “anarchist type” was far 
from unanimous, and there existed very real conceptual differences between Hamon and 
such other social scientists as Alexandre Lacassagne and Gabriel de Tarde.  While, for 
example, Hamon’s description consisted of mental characteristics including the love of 
liberty and a sense of justice, Tarde’s characterization revolved around an entirely 
different standard, that is, that anarchists were motivated by pure hatred.  For Tarde, 
anarchist crimes represented “collective hatred, above all, the anonymous and impersonal 
hatred of the masses, the hatred of innumerable strangers, [even more] vilified because 
they are unknown.”14  For Lacassagne, while anarchism represented an “indication of 
social malaise” that may have developed in response to deteriorating social conditions, 
the anarchist position was akin to “demoniacal agitation, possession, and sorcery that 
pervaded the Middle Ages.”15  That is to say that, although it arose in response to very 
real material concerns about the modern age, the anarchist response was as backward and 
                                                
14 Gabriel de Tarde, “Les crimes de haine”, Archives de l'anthropologie criminelle et psychologie normale 
et pathologique, 9 (1894), 241.  Quoted in Ruth Harris, “Understanding the terrorist: anarchism, medicine 
and politics in fin-de-siècle France” in Michael Clark and Catherine Crawford, eds., Legal medicine in 
history (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 217.  Translator not indicated. 
15 “[…] c’est l’indice d’un malaise social […]”; “[…] l’agitation démoniaque, la possession, la sorcellerie, 
qui ont occupé tout le moyen âge.”  A. Lacassagne, L'Assassinat du Président Carnot (Paris: Bibliothèque 
de Criminologie, 1894), 4. 
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irrational as medieval belief in alchemy or witchcraft – a position that would have fit well 
with the republican regime’s anticlericalism.  By equating anarchist politics with 
superstition, not only was Lacassagne positing the fundamental irrationality of anarchism, 
but he was also reaffirming the positivist culture that legal medicine had cultivated, 
within a political establishment that used such anti-religious conviction as a central tenet 
of governing philosophy.  Finally, to complete the picture of anarchist irrationality, 
Lacassagne proceeds with a list of characteristics that epitomized the anarchist impulse, 
much like Hamon: “The tableau is complete and we note: an uncontrollable arrogance, 
feelings of hatred and envy, and a chronic state of rage.”16  For both Tarde and 
Lacassagne, the anarchist’s rage against the socio-political order precluded rational 
interaction with their ideas, juxtaposing emotion (irrationality) with cool-headed liberal 
republicanism (reason).  While Hamon, Tarde, and Lacassagne may have differed in their 
views over what exactly constituted the anarchist mind, they were all in agreement that 
such an individual could be typified according to identifiable – and pathological – mental 
characteristics. 
 Of course, not everyone who had a legitimate grievance against the government 
could, in all practicality, be called an anarchist.  To have a republican government 
without dissent was just as incongruous as believing that anarchism was a rational 
political philosophy.  The main concern for all who studied anarchism from a clinical 
perspective was to make sure that the irrationality and the illogic of the anarchist position 
                                                
16 “Le tableau est complet et nous notons: un indispensable orgueil, des sentiments de haine et d’envie, un 
état de rage chronique.”  Ibid., 7. 
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could be seen clearly as a function of their mental imbalance, while at the same time 
recognizing that there were legitimate concerns that fed anarchist violence.  To separate 
legitimate social concerns from those that formed the basis of anarchistic insanity, 
medico-legists stressed that anarchism was a highly particular pathological type, and that 
while certain real material conditions may exacerbate anarchistic tendencies, the proper 
place to address such grievances is within the established political structure.  Therefore, it 
was not sufficient for one simply to proclaim that one is an anarchist. 
 For some of the medico-legal theorists, anyone bearing a grudge against society 
could claim to be an anarchist, but the true anarchist adheres to a specific set of clinical 
“symptoms” that made him or her identifiable as the type.  As Hamon explained, 
“To be socialist-anarchist, it is not sufficient to simply call oneself such.  It is not 
sufficient to cry: Vive l’Anarchie! 
 This cry, the anarchist qualification that certain people have given themselves 
is solely an indication of one who revolts against the system, of a protest against 
the social order.  The thief that the magistrates have just condemned, the indigent 
that the police brutally arrest, both shout in rage: Vive l’Anarchie!  This does not 
signify at all that they are anarchist-socialists and our psychology does not 
concern them.  This is not to say that they cannot become anarchists, or that they 
are not really anarchists, but their cry – by the sole fact that it was made – does 
not allow us to classify them among the socialist-anarchists. […] 
 The psychic state thus determined shows a type of anarchist-socialist.  I mean 
to say that this mental type is an ideal like all the types of the naturalists.  It does 
not correspond exactly to one socialist-anarchist in particular, but it does 
correspond exactly to all the anarchist-socialists taken collectively.”17 
                                                
17 “Pour être socialiste-anarchiste, il ne suffit point de s’intituler tel.  Il ne suffit point de crier: Vive 
l’Anarchie! 
     “Ce cri, la qualification d’anarchiste que certains se donnent sont seulement l’indice d’une révolte, 
d’une protestation contre l’état social.  Le voleur que les magistrats viennent de condamner, le miséreux 
que la police brutalement arête, vocifèrent: Vive l’Anarchie!  Cela ne signifie nullement qu’ils sont 
anarchistes-socialistes et notre psychologie ne les concerne point.  Ce n’est pas à dire qu’ils ne peuvent 
devenir anarchistes, q’ils ne le sont réellement, mais leur cri – par le seul fait qu’il a été poussé – ne permet 
pas de les classer parmi les socialistes-anarchistes. […] 
     “L’état psychique ainsi déterminé donne un type d’anarchiste-socialiste.  J’entends que ce type mental 
est idéal comme le sont tous les types des naturalistes.  Il ne correspond exactement à aucun socialistes-
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The existence of an anarchist type did not exclude environmental factors or other 
mitigating circumstances in the recognition and control of anarchist deviance.  In 
Hamon’s terms, the existence of the anarchist type merely described a set of 
characteristics that could be considered constitutive of anarchist ideology and action.  For 
these characteristics to truly define the anarchist, a number of outside factors could 
exercise influence over the subject to lead them down the path of anarchism.  For Hamon, 
the true anarchist will exhibit varying degrees of all of the characteristics he cites; but for 
that person to have become an anarchist, there needed to be a catalyst.  For most, Hamon 
assumed that that catalyst was exposure to a set of ideas that exacerbated the anarchist 
tendencies already present in the subject’s psyche.  Among others, Hamon regularly 
alludes to Élisée Reclus, Peter Kropotkin, Mikhail Bakunin, Jean Grave, and Errico 
Malatesta.  Like other proponents of criminal anthropology, Hamon also includes the 
standard stable of factors seen as determinative of criminal dispositions: “Hereditary, 
national, and professional influences act upon these [anarchist] tendencies to mitigate 
some, and to exacerbate others.”18 
 Other theorists, and particularly Lacassagne, were not as forgiving of anarchist 
tendencies.  While admitting that levels of education may have affected certain 
individuals to lean toward anarchism, Lacassagne maintained from the very beginning of 
his discussion of anarchism that the theory itself was essentially criminal, and should 
                                                
anarchiste en particulier, mais correspond exactement à tous les anarchistes-socialistes pris collectivement.”  
Hamon, Psychologie de l'anarchiste-socialiste, 276-277. 
18 “Les influences héréditaires, nationales, professionnelles agissent sur ces tendances pour atténuer les 
unes, exacerber les autres.”  Hamon, Psychologie de l'anarchiste-socialiste, 278. 
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accordingly be treated like all other criminal enterprises.  Lacassagne wrote in 1894 that, 
“We have given crime this definition: all acts detrimental to the existence of a human 
collectivity. […] Thus, if this is true, anarchist demonstrations are essentially crimes.”19  
For Lacassagne, anarchism could not be anything other than criminal.  Its very ideal was 
the “complete elimination of the principle of authority and institution, and of the powers 
they manifest” in pursuit of “the fight for the individual, of the individual in revolt 
against society, in rebellion against the species.”20  Such a political position was 
considered irrational from its very foundation simply by following the analogy: criminals 
seek to destroy society through selfish action; anarchists seek the complete liberation of 
the individual against society; therefore anarchists are criminals.  While Lacassagne 
admits that, “Anarchists pretend to have an idea, to possess a philosophy, to obey 
scientific rules,” he was also adamant that “the brain possesses certain essential instincts, 
ineluctable, primordial, that nothing has thus far modified and that will not change any 
more than the body and limbs of man.”21  In other words, no matter how rational the 
anarchist may consider his motives to be, he cannot escape the fact that he was 
predisposed to such irrationality by the immutable laws of his physical and mental 
composition. 
                                                
19 “Nous avons donné du crime cette définition: tout acte nuisible à l’existence d’une collectivité 
humaine.”; “S’il en est ainsi, les manifestations anarchistes sont essentiellement des crimes.”  Lacassagne, 
L'Assassinat, 3. 
20 “[…] élimination complète du principe d’autorité et des institutions, des pouvoirs qui le manifestent 
[…]”; “[…] la lutte des droits de l’individu, de l’individu en révolte contre la société, en rébellion contre 
l’espèce.”  Ibid., 5. 
21 “Les anarchistes prétendent avoir une idée, posséder une philosophie, obéir à des règles scientifiques.”; 
“Il y a dans le cerveau certains instincts essentiels, inéluctables, primordiaux, que rien n’a encore modifiés 
et qui ne changeront pas plus que les membres et le corps de l’homme.”  Ibid., 5; 9. 
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 Considered as a whole, then, the medico-legal position on anarchism and other 
revolutionary politics was clear: any society that succumbs to such irrational political 
propaganda as that of anarchism succumbs to madness, and the ultimate weapon against 
such social and political dissolution was a complete knowledge of the psychological 
makeup of the revolutionary crowd and those that instigate them.  In effect, the positivist 
culture that began to permeate the culture of fin-de-siècle France had extended from 
questions concerning the control of social deviance, to questions concerning the control 
of political deviance as well.  Such an extension of the purview of medico-legal science is 
hardly surprising; as indicated in the previous chapter, legal medicine and republican 
politics had much to gain from each other by each reinforcing the others’ ideological 
underpinnings.  The use of such a discourse within the broader public arena, however, 
proved to be more problematic.  As the role of the medico-legist became more prominent 
in determining questions of diminished responsibility or mitigating circumstances, the 
public reaction became much less favorably disposed toward legal medicine.  As we shall 
see in the next section, while medico-legists were attempting to assert the irrationality of 
political positions that existed beyond the accepted bounds of dissent in political 
discourse, the press took aim at legal medicine by re-asserting the role of individual will 
and personal responsibility within the Republic. 
 
III.  “INSANITY OF THE SCALPEL”: THE REVOLT AGAINST A NEW ARISTOCRACY 
 The establishment of a positivist culture, in which politics and science were 
considered two sides of the same ideological coin, created a unique intellectual and 
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political space in which the lines between purity and danger were defined by the ability 
of the individual to have control over his or her own will.  In such a system, ideas of 
rationality and responsibility were of the utmost importance, as the very idea of popular 
sovereignty relied on an educated and rational public; consequently, anything that was 
dangerous to the system was coded as irrational or degenerate despite the contradiction 
between touting popular sovereignty on the one hand, and disavowing radical political 
positions on the other.  The existence of a system in which inside and outside are defined 
by rationality, moreover, requires a method of policing the border between the two, in 
which the guardians of rational society are uniquely qualified to judge who lies within or 
without the accepted boundaries.  It is in this cultural nexus – the intersection of 
positivism and rational politics – that the figure of the scientist or the medico-legist 
asserted a forceful presence in public opinion. 
 Again, we may turn to the work of Gustave Le Bon, whose theories, more than 
any other scientist’s, served to popularize the idea of psychology’s role in controlling 
radical politics.  What such theorists as Le Bon saw in anarchism was unrestrained 
individualism inciting mass social movements against the unifying claims of bourgeois 
republicanism at the behest of the most irrational of political bodies, the revolutionary 
crowd.  While Le Bon was hardly a stalwart supporter of the contemporary political 
regime, as the liberal idea of egalitarianism disturbed his belief in the inherent inequality 
of humanity, his work was the most influential in popularizing clinical consideration of 
social movements that were, in his mind, severely misguided byproducts of inferior 
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breeding.22  In his 1895 work La psychologie des foules, Le Bon was careful to warn 
readers that, 
“To-day the claims of the masses are becoming more and more sharply defined, 
and amount to nothing less than a determination to utterly destroy society as it 
now exists, with a view to making it hark back to that primitive communism 
which was the normal condition of all human groups before the dawn of 
civilisation.  Limitations of the hours of labour, the nationalisation of mines, 
railways, factories, and the soil, the equal distribution of all products, the 
elimination of all the upper classes for the benefit of the popular classes, etc., such 
are these claims.  
 […] The divine right of the masses is about to replace the divine right of 
kings.”23 
 
For Le Bon, the 1890s were a period in which “the era of the crowd” was coming into 
being, and crowds were intent on destroying the traditions and structures that had made 
the past so stable.  According to Le Bon, the fin-de-siècle was “undergoing a process of 
transformation” in which the ideas of the past were slowly being destroyed in a “modern 
age [that] represents a period of transition and anarchy.”24  Amidst the anarchy, however, 
Le Bon offered a solution, namely, the benefit of psychological knowledge. According to 
Le Bon, “A knowledge of the psychology of crowds is to-day the last resource of the 
statesman who wishes not to govern them – that is becoming a very difficult matter – but 
at any rate not to be too much governed by them.”25 
 Possessed of the same confidence that led Lacassagne, Laurent, and Tarde to 
proclaim their theories as scientific facts, Le Bon emphasizes the idea that psychological 
knowledge was the key to a stable government.  In short, if a leader understands the 
                                                
22 Barrows, Distorting Mirrors, 162-180.  See also Nye, The Origins of Crowd Psychology, chapter 3. 
23 Le Bon, The Crowd, xvi. 
24 Ibid., xiv. 
25 Ibid., xx. 
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psychological workings of the crowd, then revolutionary elements within society (such as 
anarchists) would not be able to incite the crowd to irrational revolution.  Le Bon outlined 
what he perceived to be the marker of great leaders: 
“[In] point of fact, all the world’s masters, all the founders of religions or empires, 
the apostles of all beliefs, eminent statesmen, and, in a more modest sphere, the 
mere chiefs of small groups of men have always been unconscious psychologists, 
possessed of an instinctive and often very sure knowledge of the character of 
crowds, and it is their accurate knowledge of this character that has enabled them 
to so easily establish their mastery.”26 
 
The inference is clear.  If the great leaders of history were able to accomplish their goals 
against the workings of the revolutionary and violent crowd with only a subconscious 
understanding of the psychology of crowds, then an extended and scientific study of 
crowd psychology could virtually assure a masterful control of the populace.  According 
to Le Bon, “Civilisations as yet have only been created and directed by a small 
intellectual aristocracy, never by crowds.”27  In the French fin-de-siècle, the inheritors of 
this “intellectual aristocracy” were the medico-legists and the social scientists that were 
uniquely privileged to maintain the ritual border between purity and danger in a 
republican society, just as the nobility of the ancien régime were considered the 
privileged defenders of the French monarchy. 
 Indeed, as we saw in chapter one, the role of the scientist as the arbiter of truth 
was essential to creating a positivist culture; on the other hand, the assertion that only 
highly trained and specialized technicians could therefore judge appropriate behavior, 
                                                
26 Ibid., xix. 
27 Ibid., xviii. 
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and even appropriate politics, was ideologically anathema to the liberal ideas upon which 
republicanism was based.  In the case of anarchism in particular, the role of the medico-
legist was a question of concern for many observers.  While attempting to uphold the 
republican order by pathologizing the anarchist, such pathologization also provided 
ample explanations that could be used to excuse the anarchists’ behavior in the realm of 
rational liberalism.  As Ruth Harris has noted, “While eager to provide social-scientific 
explanations of anarchism and accounts of the perverted psychology of the defendants, 
[medico-legists] wanted to avoid any imputation that psychiatrists were condoning 
terrorist violence.”28  The result was an aporia in which medico-legists asserted the 
irrationality of the anarchist while at the same time asserting that they be held responsible 
for their actions.  Consequently, legal medicine began to grate against the reading 
public’s beliefs in popular sovereignty and the rule of republican law. 
 In the face of the latter conundrum, many advocated a return to a view of personal 
responsibility and individual will over and against the advice of legal medicine.  As one 
observer stated succinctly in the pages of Le Temps, “The conscience and the heart have 
been extinguished by deterministic theories and scientific speculations.”29  Perhaps the 
most searing indictment of the medico-legal approach to degeneration appeared in Le 
Figaro in an article, “Degeneration,” by the Marquis de Castellane.  In it, the Marquis 
writes that, “I see in this need for classification, in this insanity of the scalpel with which 
                                                
28 Harris, “Understanding the terrorist”, 214.  For more on the pathologization of radical politics, see Nye, 
Crime, Madness, & Politics, 178-181; Edward James Erickson, Jr., “The Anarchist Disorder: The 
Psychopathology of Terrorism in Late Nineteenth-Century France” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Iowa, 
1998). 
29 “La conscience et le cœur ont été étouffés par les théories déterministes et les spéculations scientifiques.”  
Le Temps, April 29, 1894. 
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our modern savants seem to be afflicted, another kind of hysteria, that of ‘recklessness.’ 
[…] And when man admits that he is nothing more than an effect, the effect produced by 
certain physical laws, what is surprising about someone who kills someone weaker, or 
someone who fights and rebels against all hindrances to freedom?”30  In castigating 
medical science for diminishing the importance of personal responsibility, the Marquis 
reflected what many of his contemporaries were observing: that the policing of deviance, 
and the creation and acceptance of standards of behavior, had been removed from the 
hands of the population and placed under the discerning eye of a minority of privileged 
individuals. 
 Certainly, the stirrings of dissent against medico-legal opinion were not meant to 
downplay the importance of social defense against revolutionary politics and criminal 
behavior in pursuit of revolutionary goals.  In the opinions of many, however, legal 
medicine and its theories of determination and rigid scientific certainty could only 
provide preventive measures at best.31  Such editors as Jules Delafosse did not discount 
the role the social sciences played in determining how and why criminals become 
criminals, but when transgressions occurred, society was obliged to defend itself 
according to the precepts of republican justice.  As Delafosse wrote in an editorial for the 
Figaro following Vaillant’s execution: 
                                                
30 “Je vois dans ce besoin de classification, dans cette folie du scalpel dont les modernes savants semblent 
atteints, une autre hystérie, celle de ‘l’inconscience.’”; “Et quand l’homme admet qu’il n’est plus qu’un 
effet, l’effet produit par certaines lois physiques, quoi d’étonnant à ce que celui-ci tue le plus faible, à ce 
que celui-là lutte et regimbe contre tout entrave?”  Le Figaro, March 4, 1894. 
31 For debates over legal medicine and the boundaries of responsibility, see Nye, Crime, Madness, & 
Politics, chapter 7. 
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“It is certain that our conduct in life depends, in large part, on first causes which 
we neither deserve nor for which we can be blamed.  It is an affair of education, 
of milieu, of circumstances, of chance, of fortuitous or fatal conditions of which 
we are not the masters.  If Vaillant had been raised like you or me, that is to say 
following the traditional rules or moral discipline that is the common code of 
honest people, it is infinitely probable that he would not have been versed in 
anarchy and paid for this aberration with his head.”32 
 
For Delafosse, the argument for leniency based on Vaillant’s disadvantaged background 
was not sufficient to overcome the outrage that he committed against the social body.  In 
Delafosse’s opinion, fate and responsibility were not questions for the courts.  As he 
explains, “This could be an interesting case study for a psychologist or a professional 
moralist.  But social justice does not have the right to stop for such considerations.  
Society does not punish for revenge; it punishes for defense […].”33  In admitting of 
attenuating circumstances like disadvantaged background or hereditary deficiency, 
Delafosse recognized that social defense would become practically impossible, and for 
this reason, psychological research may be important only for prevention of future 
crimes; once a crime is committed, however, the punishment must follow no matter the 
reasons behind the offense. 
 While turning a skeptical eye toward “deterministic theories and scientific 
speculations,” public debate did not completely divorce psychology, upbringing, and 
                                                
32 “Il est certain que notre conduite dans la vie dépend, pour une large part, de causes premières dont nous 
n’avons ni tout le mérite ni toute la faute.  C’est affaire d’éducation, de milieu, de circonstances, de 
hasards, de conditions fortuites ou fatales dont nous ne sommes pas les maîtres.  Si Vaillant avait été élévé 
comme vous ou moi, c’est-à-dire suivant les règles traditionelles de cette discipline morale qui est le code 
commun des honnêtes gens, il est infiniment probable qu’il n’eut pas verse dans l’anarchie et payé cette 
aberration de sa tête.”  Le Figaro, February 6, 1894. 
33 “Ce pourrait être un cas d’étude intéressant pour un psychologue ou un moraliste de profession.  Mais la 
justice sociale n’a pas le droit de s’arrêter devant de semblables considérations.  La société ne punit pas 
pour se venger; elle punit pour se défendre […].”  Ibid. 
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heredity from questions of criminal culpability.  Indeed, medico-legal questions of 
responsibility and degeneration were frequently discussed in press accounts of anarchist 
trials, if only because the defense lawyers occasionally tried to do exactly what the public 
feared.  For example, Caserio’s lawyers repeatedly tried to introduce a defense based on 
the fact that Caserio’s father was epileptic.  The case was difficult to maintain because of 
Caserio’s steadfast refusal to allow the argument.  In his interrogation, Caserio claimed 
that he was “absolutely responsible” and that the “Caserios are not crazy.”34  In a 
calculated move to appear sane and absolutely devoted to his ideals, Caserio sent a letter 
to his would-be defense attorney asking that he not interview Caserio’s mother and 
brothers in an attempt to portray them as insane.  Caserio explains, “They have never 
been crazy […] And myself, I have never been crazy, in the past just as today […] If I 
killed the President of the Republic, it’s not because I was crazy, but for my anarchist 
ideals.”35  The debate that took place between Caserio and his lawyer was echoed in the 
press, as several reports used medico-legal terms and tropes to portray Caserio as a 
degenerate.  In Le Figaro, for example, the editors made much of Caserio’s appearance 
as a “meager and pale boy of twenty years, with widely spaced ears, close-cropped hair,” 
that “seemed like a runt from one of our urban neighborhoods, who would have grown up 
without air and sunlight in the tenements of Paris and not under the bright sun of the 
                                                
34 “[…] absolument responsable […]”; “Les Caserios ne sont pas des fous.”  Lacassagne, L'Assassinat, 83-
84. 
35 “Ils n’ont jamais été fou […] Et, moi-même, je n’ai jamais été fou, autrefois comme aujourd’hui […] Si 
j’ai tué le président de la République, ce n’est pas parce que je suis fou, mais pour mon idéal anarchiste.”  
Le Temps, August 3, 1894. 
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Lombardy countryside.”36  The use of medico-legal ideas about pathology and the 
environment alluded to the degenerate nature of the crime in question, but for many the 
question was beside the point.  As the Paris-Journal stated in the immediate aftermath of 
the assassination, “The causes of the attack, which throws us into consternation, are not 
known.  Is the assassin crazy?  Is he an anarchist!  Did he want, as people are saying, to 
avenge the deaths of Vaillant and Henry?  We are ignoring such claims.  For us, it 
suffices to know that he is not French.”37  For these commentators, the motivations were 
inconsequential since the attack was against the very idea of the Third Republic’s 
sovereignty (as evidenced by the penultimate conclusion that Caserio was “not 
French”).38  The son of an epileptic or not, irrational or completely sane, Caserio’s crime 
had to be punished. 
 Certainly, the political press was not the only institution that noticed the tension 
between the myth of popular sovereignty and the role that legal medicine played in 
identifying deviant politics.  The anarchists themselves criticized the supporting role that 
legal medicine and the courts played in maintaining the conservative republicanism of the 
Third Republic.  In a concrete example of the viewed turning the gaze back upon the 
viewer, the anarchist press frequently attacked the techniques and the underlying 
contradictions of legal medicine.  If medico-legists were to classify anarchism as a 
                                                
36 “[…] un maigre et blême garcon de vingt ans, aux oreilles écartées, aux cheveux ras […] plutôt d’un 
gringalet de nos faubourgs qui aurait grandi sans air et sans lumières dans les ateliers de Paris et non sous le 
soleil ardent des campagnes lombardes.”  Le Figaro, August 3, 1894. 
37 “Les causes de l’attentat, qui nous jette dans la consternation, ne sont pas connues.  L’assassin est-il fou?  
Est-il anarchiste!  A-t-il voulu comme on l’a dit, venger la mort de Vaillant et d’Henry?  Nous l’ignorons.  
Il nous suffit de savoir qu’il n’est pas Français.”  Paris-Journal, June 28, 1894. 
38 Harris, “Understanding the terrorist”, 219-220. 
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delusional byproduct of social malaise, then, for the anarchists, medicine and the law 
were as much a cause of social malaise as class inequality and bourgeois politics.  In the 
minds of the anarchists, the interwoven mechanisms of medicine and the law conspired to 
maintain a social order predicated upon exploitation and disenfranchisement of the 
underclass and the oppression of individual freedom at every turn – in the courthouse, at 
the police station, and in the asylums.  Anarchist critiques of legal medicine turned the 
tables on the moral claims that many medico-legists made against the poor.  For the 
anarchist, alcoholism and prostitution existed not because of innate predispositions or 
social environment, as legal medicine claimed; instead, the whole bourgeois social order 
was constructed around a class of people that was corrupt, vice-ridden, and degenerate in 
its own way.  Rather than be the subjects of medico-legal investigation, anarchists and 
like-minded individuals returned the clinical gaze back upon the establishment that 
sought to isolate and contain them. 
 L’Assiette au Beurre is one such example of the reflexive gaze in which the 
observer became the observed.  Founded in 1901, L’Assiette au Beurre functioned as an 
illustrated newspaper, often featuring the work of well-known artists in the early 
twentieth century.  While not specifically anarchist in outlook, L’Assiette au Beurre was 
a fiercely libertarian publication that sympathized with anarchist ideology.  Each week, 
the journal would feature a theme pertaining to an aspect of French culture that had 
become entrenched within bourgeois concepts of politics and morals and thereby 
restricted the freedom of the individual – an idea that resonated harmoniously with 
anarchist propaganda.  Indeed, several of the illustrators for L’Assiette au Beurre, 
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including Gustave-Henri Jossot, were accused of being anarchists.39  The outlook of 
L’Assiette au Beurre can be summed up by one of its own illustrations from Félix 
Vallotton’s issue of March 1, 1902, dealing with “Crimes et châtiments [Crimes and 
Punishments]”: a man being held before a judge by two gendarmes (see Figure 2).  When 
asked why they have brought him, the gendarmes’ reply is simple – “He cried ‘Vive la 
liberté!’”40 
 L’Assiette au Beurre frequently took aim at the medical community in its war 
against the restriction of individual liberty.  In 1907, to counter medico-legal claims that 
alcoholism should be curtailed because of its degenerative effects (a claim that was 
disproportionately aimed at the working classes), Jossot notoriously drew a caricature of 
a medical professional, covered in blood presumably from the dead body lying behind 
him, drinking formaldehyde from a specimen jar containing a dead fetus (see Figure 3).41 
Such depictions aimed to turn the clinical gaze upon those who would normally use their 
positions of authority in such matters to stigmatize and control socially marginalized 
groups.  In making such depictions, the anarchists and their libertarian-minded confrères 
exposed the deep connection between medicine and bourgeois republicanism and 
declared war on both simultaneously.  If anarchism aimed to assert “that the principle of 
popular sovereignty was a sham,” as Ruth Harris has noted, then legal medicine provided 
as much a target as did politicians and the bourgeoisie.42 
                                                
39 Also known as Abdul Karim Jossot after his conversion to Islam in 1913. 
40 “Il a crié Vive la liberté!”  L'Assiette au Beurre, March 1, 1902. 
41 L'Assiette au Beurre, July 27, 1907. 
42 Harris, “Understanding the terrorist”, 220. 
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 Jossot was not the only one to tackle such institutions, although none, perhaps, did 
it so brazenly.  Others made a more explicit connection between medico-legal 
professionals and the power of the state.  In the July 23, 1904 issue entitled “Asiles et 
fous,” the artist Aristide Delannoy took aim at the way in which French society attempted 
to rehabilitate or treat mental illness.  In his depiction, an explicit connection is made 
between medico-legal experts and the exercise of arbitrary power.  Included in the issue 
are depictions of ice baths, isolation cells, and brutal autopsies, but one of the subtlest 
images carried the most important message.  In a bleak courtyard, surrounded by 
innumerable aliénés, a single patient lies prostrate in the foreground, observed by a 
doctor and his companion who have the following exchange: 
“—Hold here, look at this poor devil who was arbitrarily committed by my 
predecessor. 
“– He wasn’t crazy? 
“– No! …But he became so.”43 
 
Delannoy’s simple illustration tells us more than any of the brutal depictions of 
“curative” measures employed by the alienist (see Figure 4).  First, the power of 
psychological medicine could function as supremely and arbitrarily as the political power 
once wielded by absolutist monarchs, as evidenced by the patient’s unnecessary 
commitment.  Second, rather than cure, the asylum bred insanity as prisons reportedly 
bred crime. 
                                                
43 “—Tenez, voilà un pauvre diable qui a été interné arbitrairement par mon prédécesseur. 
     “—Il n’était pas fou? 
     “—Non!...mais il l’est devenu.”  L'Assiette au Beurre, July 23, 1904. 
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 Of course, the medical professions were only part of the problem, as medicine 
worked in conjunction with a justice system that was, in the anarchists’ view, hopelessly 
flawed.  While the courts could reason as to the admissibility of mitigating 
circumstances, questions of legal procedure, competence, and responsibility, L’Assiette 
au Beurre knew how the system worked.  In the November 9, 1907 issue devoted entirely 
to “Les jurés [The Jurors],” Jossot once again bluntly portrayed the situation from the 
libertarian/anarchist perspective.  Amidst an entire issue of illustrations concerning all-
male juries wrestling with their personal prejudices – by likening the accused to the man 
who cuckolded him, or by being influenced by extreme newspapers like the anti-Semitic 
La Libre Parole – one illustration sums up Jossot’s vision succinctly (see Figure 5).  The 
illustration shows a room full of men deliberating a case and reaching the following 
conclusion: “We are twelve good bourgeois…the accused is an anarchist…the situation is 
clear.”44  If anarchism could be described as an irrational political delusion, then 
increased scrutiny of the norm revealed that the republican order, as upheld by legal 
medicine, was equally a product of its prejudices.  In each case, the courtroom or the 
hospital, the prison or the asylum, the system operated according to the principles of the 
few – and more often than not, those few were medico-legal professionals. 
 
IV.  “THERE ARE NO GUILTY PERSONS”: MEDICO-LEGAL DISCOURSE AND POLITICAL 
FRAGMENTATION 
 
                                                
44 “Nous sommes douze bons bourgeois…l’accusé est anarchiste…L’affaire est claire.”  L'Assiette au 
Beurre, November 9, 1907. 
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 Of course, not all segments of the public reacted in the same way to claims of 
mitigating circumstances in determining culpability and the degree of personal 
responsibility to which the anarchists should be subjected.  For example, it would seem to 
follow that, in advocating the greatest amount of individual freedom possible, anarchists 
would rankle at the implication that deterministic theories could define a person’s future.  
Consequently, attacking legal medicine would seem an expedient way to attack two 
institutions at the same time – the Republic, with which legal medicine was integrally 
intertwined, and legal medicine itself, which exercised arbitrary power akin to that of the 
absolutists of the ancien régime or the nobility of the Middle Ages.  In the wider political 
spectrum, however, the use of legal medicine in defining anarchism was varied because, 
as Harris explains, contemporaries “tried to exploit [the anarchist’s] violence to further 
other political positions in the partisan struggle.”45  Because of the ways in which legal 
medicine portrayed anarchism as an irrational product of degeneration, partisans 
sympathetic to anarchist goals or antagonistic to them had much to support their 
conclusions, leading to further political fragmentation.  As a result, the definitive 
narrative that legal medicine sought to control political deviance resulted in multiple 
iterations of that narrative – in other words, in trying to maintain the integrity of the 
unitary republican body by pathologizing the abjected anarchist, such definition 
ultimately led to more ambiguity within the political discourse of the social body.46  In 
                                                
45 Harris, “Understanding the terrorist”, 201. 
46 Indeed, the unitary republicanism that pathologization sought was itself somewhat mythological, 
especially in the period of anarchist attacks in the late 1880s and into the 1890s.  Rather than unify 
republican opposition to anarchism, medico-legal discussions frequently exacerbated and inflamed them.  
For the fractious politics of the period, see Mayeur and Rebérioux, The Third Republic from its Origins to 
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response, as we shall see, a counter-discourse of anarchism arose that provided the same 
protectiveness as the medico-legists, but also abrogated the fractious interpretations to 
which pathological explications were subject – the counter-discourse of theatrical 
narrative representation. 
 Such leftist publications as L’Instransigeant were in dangerous territory when it 
came to anarchism.  While L’Intransigeant may have had a political affinity for many of 
the anarchists’ social goals, any endorsement of the terrorist methods of Vaillant or 
Henry would have been detrimental to the socialist or radical left.  L’Intransigeant was 
well aware of the predicament.  After Henry spoke to the jury at his trial, the paper 
proclaimed, “Alas!  Such truth he speaks, and how his precocious disillusionment is 
justified!  But it is not mass murders, imbecilic bombs and widespread terror that will 
change anything repugnant or atrocious in society […].”47  The portrayal of anarchist 
terrorists as insane was somewhat beneficial to the radical left in this regard, as they 
could agree with the sentiment, but claim that the acts themselves were the products of 
deranged minds incapable of rational political discourse.  For this reason L’Intransigeant 
was able to claim that, although Henry’s motives were admirable, his actions were 
completely irrational.  “In effect, there were several reasons to pardon the young Émile 
Henry,” the paper claimed.  “The first, which is abundantly clear, is that this anarchist, 
                                                
the Great War, chapter 5.  On the many external and internal conflicts of French politics in the period, see 
Eugen Weber, France, Fin de Siècle (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), chapter 5.  For a more 
specific account of these events during the Carnot administration, see Patrick Harismendy, Sadi Carnot: 
L'ingénieur de la République (Paris: Librairie Académique Perrin, 1995). 
47 “Hélas!  Que de choses justes il va dire, et combien sa précoce désillusion est justifiée!  Mais ce ne sont 
pas les meurtres en masse, les bombes imbéciles et la terreur partout répandue qui changeront rien à la 
société répugnante ou atroce […].”  L'Intransigeant, April 30, 1894. 
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gifted with a remarkable intelligence, was not responsible for his acts. [… He] was the 
son of an aliéné, and he had delusions of grandeur and suicidal monomania.  A profound 
and unbiased examination by specialized doctors would have certainly proved this 
assertion […].”48  If leftists could agree with the anarchists in principle, but not in deed, 
pathology served as a useful tool through which to deny the latter and promote the 
former, no matter the inconsistency of the logic of such a position.  For the editors of 
L’Instransigeant, the incoherence of having a sane political position and an insane 
political actor provided a shield to keep from losing credibility.  Even if the anarchists 
themselves viewed pathologists as extensions of state power of the individual, more 
moderate leftists could use pathology to advance similar goals and distance themselves 
from terrorist violence at the same time. 
 In right-leaning papers, the issue of responsibility was treated with more 
flexibility.  In the center-right publication Le Siècle, for example, the paper could 
advocate that anarchism in its very foundations was irrational and the product of 
“aberrations of logic” that “composed the psychology of the socialist and the anarchist.”49  
In arguing such a position, Le Siècle adopted the language of pathology from a centrist 
perspective in which anarchism was clearly insane as a political position, but at the same 
time, liberal political positions on the whole could be evaluated according to their 
                                                
48 “En effet, il y avait plusieurs raisons pour que le jeune Émile Henry fût gracié.  La première, c’est qu’il 
apparaît clairement que cet anarchiste, doué d’une remarquable intelligence, n’était pas responsable de ses 
actes. […] il était fils d’un aliéné, qu’il avait la folie des grandeurs et la monomanie du suicide.  Un examen 
approfondi et désintéressé des médecins spécialistes aurait certainement prouvé cette assertion […].”  
L'Intransigeant, May 23, 1894.  Henry was the son of a former Communard, which lent to the perception of 
Henry as being descended from radicals who were likewise unbalanced. 
49 “[…] aberrations de logique […]”; “[…] se compose la psychologie socialiste et anarchiste.”  Le Siècle, 
January 12, 1894. 
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respective merits.  In pursuing such a position, the paper quotes Nordau’s work and 
claims that Ravachol and Vaillant were “victims of their heredity.”50  Similarly, Caserio 
is depicted as “an obtuse fanatic suffering from his idée fixe.”  For Le Siècle, Caserio and 
his predecessors represented a time in which degeneration could mask itself as a beacon 
of civilization: “For these degenerates or these survivors of barbarous ages to pretend to 
be agents of civilization and progress would be grotesque, not to mention horrible!”51  
That they should be granted credibility was beyond reason.  For other publications, the 
issue of pathology was a smokescreen that was used to hijack the legal system by 
providing juries with excuses for acquitting criminals.  As one journalist wrote in Le 
Temps, “criminals have learned to play anarchy like madness to hide the true nature of 
their acts from the good public, which is always ready to sympathize stupidly.  There are 
no longer guilty persons; there are only madmen or anarchists.  Our political and 
pathological sciences have done so well as to make the notion of crime disappear […].”52  
Whether as evidence of irrationality or as a tool for the miscarriage of justice, the 
pathology of political acts was, from the right’s perspective, no reason to be lenient or 
even to give credence to the anarchists’ goals. 
 From all perspectives, then, the issue of politics was heavily embroiled in a 
language of pathology that sought to characterize the opposition as irrational, and 
                                                
50 “[…] ils sont victimes de leur hérédité.”  Ibid. 
51 “Que ces dégénérés ou ces survivants des âges barbares se prétendent des agents de civilisation et de 
progrès, ce serait grotesque si ce n’était horrible!”  Le Siècle, August 4, 1894. 
52 “[…] les criminels ont appris à jouer de la folie comme de l’anarchie pour dérober au bon public, 
toujours prêt à s’apitoyer sottement, le vrais caractère de leurs actes.  Il n’y a plus de coupables; il n’y a que 
des fous ou des anarchistes.  Notre science politique ou pathologique a si bien fait que la notion du crime 
s’évanouit […].”  Le Temps, February 17, 1894. 
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therefore, completely without merit.  For the medico-legists, anarchism was betrayed by 
its origins in psychic aberrations that then reacted with anarchist propaganda; for the 
anarchists, the liberal bourgeois order was similarly flawed because the institutions that 
supported it were based on the faulty premises of presumably unbiased science and 
political egalitarianism; for the republican right and socialist left, the issue of pathology 
and politics could be debated either way, depending on one’s view of anarchist goals and 
methods.  Rather than using pathology to expel the degenerate from the political debate, 
the degenerate defined the political debate and served to fracture an already tenuous 
relationship between political actors.  Combined with the distrust of legal medicine 
stemming from its elitist overtones and expressed in the public arena by questioning the 
ideas of responsibility and individual will, the inconsistencies of medico-legal thought in 
the Republic led to a re-evaluation of the discourse used to define and police political 
deviance. 
 
V.  PLAYING THE ROLES: NEO-CLASSICISM, MELODRAMA, AND THEATRICAL NARRATIVE 
 
 French legal medicine had hoped to provide a cohesive narrative into which an 
amorphous and dangerous political ideology could be readily defined and understood.  As 
we have seen, however, the inconsistencies of the narrative of pathology and its 
connection to the bourgeois republicanism of the Third Republic caused internal tensions 
and fractures that, more often than not, served to intensify political debate and rupture 
internal cohesion.  As one commentator in Le Temps noted after the assassination of 
Carnot, the anarchist threat came from all facets of society: 
 168 
“This is not the déclassé, the malcontent, issuing from the ranks of the 
bourgeoisie, small or large; […] this is a much more simple being; and, having 
come to the anarchist cause, he does not resemble at all the anarchists that 
preceded him on this bloody path.  Ravachol was a sinister ne’er-do-well who 
became an anarchist as a sort of natural and normal development; Vaillant was a 
revolutionary intoxicated by socialist propaganda and false science, as well as 
vanity […]; Émile Henry was a young pretentious idealist, that society, very 
maternally in his view, had raised, instructed […]. 
 Caserio is something completely different. […] He struck with the surety and 
the impassiveness of a machine.”53 
 
Faced with a seemingly ubiquitous and inexplicable phenomenon, the political pandering 
that engendered the discussion of anarchism in the press could hardly have served to 
reassure, no matter how clinical the description of anarchist “pathology,” or how 
vehemently the left repudiated violence as a means of achieving social justice.  In order 
to allay the fears of such a widespread phenomenon “infecting” the social body, the 
representation of anarchist violence in the press took on an added dimension of using 
distinctly theatrical language to describe the capture, interrogation, trial, and execution of 
apprehended anarchists.  By employing theatrical language and dramatic 
characterizations, the press could mold all of the anarchists – the criminal Ravachol, the 
revolutionary Vaillant, the misguided bourgeois Henry, and the lunatic foreigner Caserio 
– into a specified role within the larger drama of their crimes without contentious debates 
about mitigating circumstances or the validity of leftist goals.  In such a fashion, a 
                                                
53 “Ce n’est pas le déclassé, le mécontent, issu des rangs de la bourgeoisie, petite ou grande; […] c’est un 
être beaucoup plus simple; et, venu à l’anarchie, il ne ressemble en rien aux anarchistes qui l’ont précédé 
dans la voie sanglante.  Ravachol était un sinistre gredin qui passa l’anarchiste par une sorte d’avancement 
natural et normal; Vaillant était un révolutionnaire grisé de propagande socialiste et de fausse science, 
vaniteux en outre […]; Émile Henry était un jeune dévoué prétentieux, que la ‘société’, très maternelle à 
son égard, avait élévé, instruit […]. 
     “Tout autre est Caserio. […]  Caserio a frappé avec la sûreté et l’impassibilité d’une machine.”  Le 
Temps, August 4, 1894. 
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forceful, framing narrative was constructed using pre-existing categories that were easily 
recognizable as terms of dramatic exposition – stock characters, stereotypical situations, 
and completely transparent motivations that did not require interpretation by a trained 
technocrat, that provided no excuse for actions that violated the integrity of the social 
body, and that turned transformative political agency into scripted performance. 
 Public debate in the press was not the only venue in which theatricality entered 
the discourse of anarchist deviance.  Medico-legists frequently used theatrical references 
to describe various aspects of mass psychology.  One of the most vocal proponents of the 
use of theater in politics was Gustave Le Bon.  In his discussions of effective means of 
managing crowds, Le Bon often makes the point that the leader and the crowd are akin to 
the theater and its audience, an analogy that would not have been lost on an urban society 
accustomed to theatrical representation at the Opéra Garnier, the Théâtre des 
Funambules, or the various cafés-concerts scattered throughout Paris.  In explaining that 
crowds are “only capable of thinking in images” and are therefore “only to be impressed 
by images,” Le Bon elaborates the point with an extended reference to the theater: 
“For this reason theatrical representations, in which the image is shown in its most 
clearly visible shape, always have an enormous influence on crowds.  Bread and 
spectacular shows constituted for the plebeians of ancient Rome the ideal of 
happiness, and they asked for nothing more.  Throughout the successive ages this 
ideal has scarcely varied.  Nothing has a greater effect on the imagination of 
crowds of every category than theatrical representations.  The entire audience 
experiences at the same time the same emotions, and if these emotions are not at 
once transformed into acts, it is because the most unconscious spectator cannot 
ignore that he is the victim of illusions, and that he has laughed or wept over 
imaginary adventures.  Sometimes, however, the sentiments suggested by the 
images are so strong that they tend, like habitual suggestions, to transform 
themselves into acts.  The story has often been told of the manager of a popular 
theatre who, in consequence of his only playing sombre dramas, was obliged to 
have the actor who took the part of the traitor protected on his leaving the theatre, 
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to defend him against the violence of the spectators, indignant at the crimes, 
imaginary though they were, which the traitor had committed.  We have here, in 
my opinion, one of the most remarkable indications of the mental state of crowds, 
and especially of the facility with which they are suggestioned.  The unreal has 
almost as much influence on them as the real.  They have an evident tendency not 
to distinguish between the two.”54 
 
In order for the leaders of the day to effectively govern the masses – from the various 
republican factions, to the radical socialists, to the anti-social anarchists – the psychology 
of crowds dictated that a leader understand the importance of theatrical representation.  
For Le Bon, the irrationality of crowds allowed a leader to use the crowd’s imagination 
against it, as the crowd was perceived to be highly susceptible to images that acted upon 
the imagination such that fantasy and reality became blurred.  Building on his claim that 
mass movements favored fiction over reality, Le Bon proposes that images – especially 
those that are grounded in public consciousness – and the repeated dissemination of such 
images, are central to the task of controlling crowds.  For the mass press, however, Le 
Bon’s prescient description of the theatrics of crowd control served, in effect, as the basis 
of a reactionary narrative that located anarchist violence in popular stereotypes that 
would instantly be readable by an educated elite.  The narrative constructed by the press 
was not, in other words, one of psychology or degeneration, but of theater and agency. 
 Overall, theatrical stereotypes removed whatever agency the anarchist could claim 
as a political actor.  Rather than ascribe the lack of agency to the loss of rationality 
through complicated twists of logic and highly technical psychological dysfunctions, the 
anarchists’ actions were more simply defined through comparisons with traditional 
                                                
54 Le Bon, The Crowd, 54-55. 
 171 
theatrical characters and tropes that would be easily understandable in an increasingly 
consumer-oriented mass culture.  The aforementioned commentator from Le Temps, for 
example, described Caserio as having acted “with the surety and impassibility of a 
machine,” in order to portray Carnot’s assassin as an unthinking killer animated by 
anarchist propaganda.  Other commentators took the analogy further.  Le Figaro 
described Caserio’s interrogation by saying that, “To M. Breuillac’s [president of the 
Court of Assizes] questions, he responded right away with a blank voice, without 
emotion as much as with irreverence, a kind of ventriloquist’s voice of which no apparent 
emotion accentuated at any moment his indifference and that seemed to come from an 
automaton out of the Contes d’Hoffmann.”55  The literary reference to the macabre tales 
of E.T.A. Hoffmann, recently adapted into an opera by Jacques Offenbach at the Opéra-
Comique in 1881, would have provided the perfect image to represent Caserio – the 
public would view him, not as a rational actor with legitimate motives, but as a 
clockwork human being and a slave to the dictates of a bankrupt political philosophy. 
 While some commentators compared anarchists to unthinking and apathetic 
machines or puppets, others emphasized the anarchist’s role as an “actor.”  Whenever the 
latter trope is used, however, the implication is not that the anarchist is an actor in the 
sense of one motivated by strong convictions and political agency, but rather one who has 
been brainwashed or taught to follow a distinct script with limited reflection on the 
consequences.  Certainly, the similarity of the anarchist attacks and the subsequent trials 
                                                
55 “Aux questions de M. le président Breuillac, il répondra tout à l’heure d’une voix blanche, sans émotion 
comme sans irrévérance, sorte de voix de ventriloque dont aucune émotion apparente ne vient accentuer à 
aucun moment l’indifférence et qui semble sortir d’un automate des Contes d’Hoffmann.”  Le Figaro, 
August 3, 1894. 
 172 
helped to add to the perception that anarchism was not radically transformative but, 
instead, banal and uninventive.  In a society that increasingly relied on novelty to 
entertain and inform, the transformation of bombings and assassinations into humdrum 
political drama would rhetorically and symbolically nullify the revolutionary aspects of 
anarchist propaganda.56 
 Frequently, the implication that the anarchist was “playing a role” or “acting a 
part” was used to paint the anarchist as an individual that committed these crimes not 
because of deeply held convictions, but rather to garner attention for himself.  Le Temps 
reported that Henry “showed himself perfectly insouciant about the fate that awaits him, 
as he is solely preoccupied with the theatrical effect that he hopes to produce on the 
public by his attitude and his language.”57  Le Figaro added that, while speaking to the 
jury, Henry – the “dandy of anarchism” – “rolled his terrible eyes; with a nervous gesture 
he straightened his hair atop his wolf’s head; an evil smile crossed his lips and, lowering 
his voice like a traitor in a melodrama, he responded quickly, uniquely intent […] on 
                                                
56 For the increasing appeal of novelty in fin-de-siècle French culture, see Vanessa R. Schwartz, 
Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 115-116.  See also Weber, France, Fin de Siècle, 3-7.  Indeed, anarchists themselves would use 
novel, dramatic, or avant-garde modes of cultural expression to advance their revolutionary ideas as being 
“anti-Academy” or “anti-establishment.”  See Richard D. Sonn, Anarchism and Cultural Politics in Fin de 
Siècle France (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1989); David Sweetman, Explosive Acts: 
Toulouse-Lautrec, Oscar Wilde, Félix Fénéon and the Art & Anarchy of the Fin de Siècle (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1999); and John G. Hutton, Neo-Impressionism and the Search for Solid Ground: Art, 
Science, and Anarchism in Fin-de-Siècle France (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1994).  
For a broader examination of bohemia's attraction of radicalism, see Jerrold Siegel, Bohemian Paris: 
Culture, Politics, and the Boundaries of Bourgeois Life, 1830-1930 (New York: Viking Penguin Inc., 
1986); Alexander Varias, Paris and the Anarchists: Aesthetes and Subversives During the Fin de Siècle 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996). 
57 “[...] se montre parfaitement insoucieux du sort qui l'attend et seulement préoccupé de l'effet théâtral qu'il 
espère produire sur le public par son attitude et par son langage.”  Le Temps, April 29, 1894. 
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playing the role of Matamore and terrorizing the bourgeois.”58  The description is a 
virtual caricature of evil personified, from the bestial description of Henry’s 
physiognomy, to the subtle clues that hinted at his evil intentions – the evil smile, the 
lowered voice, and the urgency with which he responded to the jury.  Additionally, 
however, the newspaper highlighted the fact that Henry was acting a part rather than 
speaking from true conviction, as the allusion to Matamore from Pierre Corneille’s 
L’Illusion Comique [The Comic Illusion] (1636) suggests.  By associating Henry with a 
widely recognized villain, the intimation that Henry was playing a role or following a 
script negated his intentions and convictions as a political actor.  Other commentators 
chose not to hide this implication with literary allusions, but rather said it outright.  As 
L’Intransigeant noted, “When he speaks, in effect, his hatred of the bourgeoisie seems 
less like the anger of the starving than the horror of the young realist painters towards the 
admirers of Bouguereau.  But if it is a character that he is playing, what a prodigious 
actor, what aplomb, what marvelous lucidity of spirit […].”59  At the same time, the 
author questions the integrity of Henry’s convictions by making his anger less like the 
true anger of the disenfranchised than the indignation of elite artistic squabbles, and then 
transforms Henry into the consummate actor playing at righteous indignation. 
                                                
58 “[...] dandy de l'anarchisme [...]”; “[...] roule ses yeux terribles; d'un geste nerveux il redresse ses 
cheveux en tête de loup; un mauvais sourire passé sur ses lèvres et c'est en sombrant sa voix somme un 
traitre de mélodrame qu'il répondra tout à l'heure, uniquement préoccupé [...] de jouer jusqu'au bout son 
rôle de matamore [sic] et de terroriser les bourgeois.”  Le Figaro, April 28, 1894. 
59 “Quand il en parle, en effet, sa haine des bourgeois paraît tenir moins de la colère du meurt-de-faim que 
de l'horreur qu'affichent les jeunes peintres réalistes pour les admirateurs de Bouguereau. 
     “Mais si c'est un personnage qu'il joue, quel prodigieux acteur, quel indémontable aplomb, quelle 
merveilleuse lucidité d'esprit [...]” L'Intransigeant, April 29, 1894. 
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 At times, the acting trope expanded beyond individual anarchists to include the 
whole of the anarchist movement by claiming that every individual anarchist’s actions 
could be fit into the same scripted narrative.  In such instances, the idea that anarchist 
demonstrations were scripted was used to demonstrate a similar lack of ingenuity or 
agency.  Rather than attempting to effect revolutionary change, anarchists, according to 
the commentators, were mere actors following an unimaginative script in a stage show 
that had already been performed multiple times.  By inserting the anarchist into such a 
narrative, commentators removed the revolutionary aspect of anarchist agitation and 
molded all anarchists – no matter what their background or motivation – into a singular 
plotline that had the same inexorable conclusion.  Again, the fact that all of the trials 
followed a similar path lent credence to the latter trope.  Many of the anarchists, for 
example, asked to address the jury at the conclusion of their trials, in order to read a 
statement of their anarchist ideals.  As Caserio stood to speak to the jury and read his 
prepared statement, the revolutionary words that were intended were transformed into 
scripted lines that the audience – the jury or the reading public – had heard many time 
before.  As one reporter in Le Temps noted, “Listen to him before the Court of Assizes.  
He repeats the same scraps of discourse that we have heard a hundred times from the 
mouths of socialist orators – not to mention anarchists.”60  Even the sympathetic 
L’Instransigeant lamented the banality of the scene.  In the wake of anarchist bombings, 
the lack of censorship that had reigned since the passage of the 1881 “freedom of the 
                                                
60 “Écoutez-le devant la cour d'assises.  Il répète des lambeaux de discours que nous avons cent fois 
recueillis de la bouche des orateurs socialistes, -- je ne dis même pas des anarchistes.”  Le Temps, August 4, 
1894. 
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press law” was severely curtailed by the passage of the lois scélérates [“villainous laws”] 
or lois liberticides [“laws that kill liberty”], according to which it was illegal to report 
anarchist propaganda, even in the course of reporting a trial.61  Consequently, Caserio’s 
statements were redacted from all the papers; nevertheless, L’Intransigeant let the public 
know exactly what was in Caserio’s statement by fitting it into the same narrative as the 
others that preceded him: “this factum, […] conforming to the new law, is prohibited 
from reproduction; but one smiles when hearing that the reproduction of this piece of 
banal puerility constitutes a danger for the public order.  Caserio has only written, in 
effect, a bad pastiche of all the anarchist factums that have come before him.”62  For the 
reading audience, the fact that Caserio’s words were not printed was not a hindrance to 
comprehension, as once could infer that it was the same political boilerplate that had 
played out many times in the preceding years.  Henry’s factum was an articulate 
indictment of a system that disenfranchised the working classes; Caserio’s was a badly 
composed and translated work by a poorly educated farm boy from rural Italy, and yet for 
the press, they were all elements of the same dramatic narrative. 
 In many ways, the references to acting and to scripted narratives provided the 
same function as the medico-legal narrative: to render amorphous and dangerous political 
ideologies readable and controllable by transforming a complex political rationale into a 
simple plotline in which dangerous irrationality is replaced by blind obedience and 
                                                
61 Nye, Crime, Madness, & Politics, 178. 
62 “[...] ce factum, [...] conformement à la loi nouvelle, en interdit la reproduction; mais l'on sourit en 
l'entendant dire que la reproduction de ce tissu de puérilités banales constituerait un danger pour l'ordre 
public. 
     “Caserio n'a écrit, en effet, qu'un mauvais pastiche de tous les factums anarchistes connus.”  
L'Intransigeant, August 5, 1894. 
 176 
commonplace narrative.  By painting all anarchists with the same brush, with the same 
inevitable outcome, the fear of revolutionary change could be abrogated by providing a 
reassuring sense of pattern and familiarity to an otherwise indefinable phenomenon.  The 
narrative thus generated could render legibility without exposing the tensions and 
fragmentations of the republican ideology.  This is not to say, however, that the theatrical 
narratives used in place of medico-legal explanations were without ideological 
contradictions.  Rather, the ideological contradictions were rendered invisible by the 
careful use of metaphor and allusion. 
 One of the most commonly used tropes in discussion of anarchist attacks is that of 
classical or neo-classical imagery.  As Martha Hanna has proposed, the early Third 
Republic had a mostly antagonistic relationship to classicism because, “Secular, 
democratic, and scientistic, republicans associated the classical tradition with the 
clericalism of Rome, the absolutism of the seventeenth century, and the archaism of a 
curriculum that gave more attention to ancient languages than to the physical sciences.”63  
If used for its associations with a pre-positivist society in which eternal truths and moral 
exemplars could not be questioned by scientific investigation, the use of classical 
imagery would seem a likely reference point to express views without the rhetoric of 
legal medicine.  However, its associations with absolutist monarchy – as allusions to the 
plays of Corneille or Molière might suggest – would make the reference to classical 
theater less than ideal in a society that wished to uphold the idea of republicanism.  
                                                
63 Martha Hanna, “Natalism, Homosexuality, and the Controversy over Corydon,” in Jeffrey Merrick and 
Bryant T. Ragan, Jr., eds., Homosexuality in Modern France (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
210.  See also Hanna, The Mobilization of Intellect: French Scholars and Writers during the Great War 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 26-49. 
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Consequently, the discussion of anarchist violence often invested classical theatrical 
imagery with melodramatic significance.  As Peter Brooks has explained, the resurgence 
of melodrama in the nineteenth century attempted to resacralize society without the 
interference of the church.  As Brooks argues, 
“Melodrama represents both the urge toward resacralization and the impossibility 
of conceiving sacralization other than in personal terms.  Melodramatic good and 
evil are highly personalized: they are assigned to, they inhabit persons who indeed 
have no psychological complexity but who are strongly characterized.  Most 
notably, evil is villainy; it is a swarthy, cape-enveloped man with a deep voice.  
Good and evil can be named as persons are named – and melodramas tend in fact 
to move toward a clear nomination of the moral universe.  The ritual of 
melodrama involves the confrontation of clearly identified antagonists and the 
expulsion of one of them.  It can offer no terminal reconciliation, for there is no 
longer a clear transcendent value to be reconciled to.  There is, rather, a social 
order to be purged, a set of ethical imperatives to be made clear.”64 
 
Melodrama, for Brooks, provides an instantly legible and tangible representation of good 
or evil by providing characters that are psychologically transparent and represent pure 
incarnations of morality or immorality without the intervention of religion, a reflection of 
the anticlericalism then present in republican politics.  In such a moral universe, the 
social order is maintained by the expulsion of one or the other within the melodramatic 
narrative without the need for a sacred ultimate authority.  In combining this effect with 
that of neo-classical imagery – images and characters that have existed since the earliest 
days of civilization, in some cases – the sense of order and stability is maintained through 
allusion to tradition and investing that tradition with the values of the contemporary 
bourgeois republic.  By using such narrative devices, the public discussion of deviance 
                                                
64 Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of 
Excess (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 16-17. 
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could avoid the ambiguity inherent in medico-legal explanations of deviance; at the same 
time, it could make the deviant legible and controllable without sacrificing core tenets of 
the Third Republic’s bourgeois republicanism. 
 The use of classical or traditional imagery varies, but typically serves to reify the 
conflicting perceptions of anarchists and their victims through references and allusions 
that would be both instantly legible to a knowledgeable public, and reductive, since 
associating complex issues with a single image simplifies the many contradictions 
inherent in terrorist attacks.  Of course, the newspapers were not the only medium that 
used such imagery, as classical allusions can occasionally be found in medico-legal 
literature.  Alexandre Lacassagne’s investigation into the assassination of President 
Carnot, for example, makes use of theatrical imagery to different ends depending on 
whom he is discussing.  When discussing Caserio, the theatrical references are non-
specific, and generally employed to point out the superficiality of Caserio’s convictions.  
In the midst of an excruciatingly detailed account of the crime, Lacassagne pauses in his 
description of Caserio’s dagger to note that, “with its flashy bright red color and the 
shape of the handle, with the damascenes and the inscriptions on the blade, and with the 
bluish color of the sheath, it had the look of a theatrical prop-dagger.”65 
 While describing Caserio’s weapon as a prop may have cast a shadow of 
immaturity on Caserio’s actions, Carnot, on the other hand, was lauded through use of 
classical imagery.  When discussing Carnot, Lacassagne’s equation of the murder with 
                                                
65 “[...] avec son clinquant rouge brillant et la forme du manche, les damasquinures et les inscriptions de la 
lame, la couleur bleuâtre de la gaine, a l'aspect d'un poignard de théâtre.”  Lacassagne, L'Assassinat, 17. 
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theatrical representation took on a sense of grandeur and tragedy: the “noble victim” of 
“our social discord” who “died in full triumph at a celebration, amidst a wonderful 
enthusiasm that few sovereigns have known.”66  Further, at the end of his eulogy to the 
President of the Republic, Lacassagne compares Carnot to Creon in Sophocles’ Antigone: 
“Creon […] says: ‘It is difficult to know the soul, the feelings, and the thoughts of a man, 
before having seen him handle power and law.’  M. Carnot has been subjected to this 
proof of power, and it has glorified and immortalized him.”67  Like Creon, Carnot had 
been charged with holding political power after a bitterly divisive conflict, and also like 
Creon, he was punished for adhering to and upholding the law.  By equating Carnot’s 
death with classical tragedy, the Republic’s murdered President instantly became 
symbolic of an ages-old tale of the tragic sovereign whose only fault was to uphold the 
law.  While effusive in praise of Carnot, the use of classical imagery in Lacassagne’s 
work is not entirely melodramatic and takes on significance only when compared with 
the language that Lacassagne uses to describe Caserio.  One was playing at politics and 
revolution; the other was upholding centuries of tradition and was martyred for it.  While 
certainly a simplification of the political situation, it does not approach the level of 
simplicity achieved in the public debate that took place in the mass media. 
 In newspaper discussions, the reporting on anarchist attacks is more explicitly 
equated with theater and performance.  Frequently, the proceedings are described as 
                                                
66 “[...] noble victime [...]” ; “[...] nos discordes sociales [...]”; “[...] mort en plein triomphe dans une fête, 
au milieu des vivats et des enthousiasmes sympathiques que peu de souverains ont connus.”  Ibid., 2-3; 19. 
67 “Créon [...] dit: Il est difficile de connaître l'âme et les sentiments de la pensée d'un homme, avant de 
l'avoir vu longtemps disposer de la puissance et des lois. 
     “M. Carnot a été soumis à cette épreuve du pouvoir: elle l'a grandi et immortalisé.”  Ibid., 19. 
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“judicial drama.”  At Caserio’s execution, the spectators were treated to “the last act of 
this judicial drama”; at Vaillant’s execution, the building of the scaffold and the 
guillotine was equated with set decoration, as the paper declared that “All is ready for the 
drama to come,” and afterwards, Le Temps declared that the “tragic dénouement was 
inevitable.”68  For Le Figaro, the “drama of Lyon” took on the proportions of 
Shakespearian tragedy.  In an article on the assassination, Francis Magnard states that, 
“Everyone understands that President Carnot is, up to this point, the most illustrious 
victim of the battle that anarchy engages against society […] the drama of Lyon takes on 
a Shakespearian grandeur and becomes like a summary of the irony and contradictions of 
the human condition.”69  Such associations immediately give the reader a sense of the 
enormity of the situation without raising the specter of revolutionary change.  The 
association with Shakespeare compares Carnot to such tragic figures as Hamlet or King 
Lear – flawed characters whose essential goodness and sense of right would eventually 
triumph, despite their personal tragedies.  Indeed, if one looks at the events of anarchist 
attacks as a microcosm of a greater moral struggle, then the allusion to Shakespeare and 
the sense of grandeur it implies, the use of such imagery thoroughly moves the debate 
from issues of responsibility and mental health to the broader, but simpler, struggle 
between good and evil. 
                                                
68 “[...] dernier acte de ces drames judiciaires [...]” Le Siècle, August 17, 1894; “Tout est prêt pour le 
drame.”  L'Intransigeant, February 7, 1894; “La tragique dénouement était inévitable.”  Le Temps, 
February 6, 1894. 
69 “[...] le drame de Lyon [...]”; “Chacun comprend que le Président Carnot est jusqu'ici la plus illustre 
victime de la lutte engagée par l'anarchie contre la société [...] le drame de Lyon prend une grandeur 
shakespearienne et devient comme un abrégé de l'ironie et des contradictions des choses humaines.”  Le 
Figaro, June 26, 1894. 
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 To accomplish such simplification, as Brooks notes, the “characters” in these 
melodramas must be the personification of the poles of the moral universe they represent.  
Consequently, in addition to the repeated allusions to the “theater” and the “drama” of the 
attacks and the trials, the players are transformed into transparent and uniform caricatures 
of themselves.  In fitting the Carnot assassination into a theatrical narrative, the conflicts 
and scandals that marred Carnot’s administration were whitewashed in order reductively 
to portray Carnot as the innocent victim and the melodramatic moral exemplar of the 
Republic.  As Le Bon noted, “I have remarked that in the theatre a crowd exacts from the 
hero of the piece exaggerated virtues […].”70  Certainly, in the wake of Carnot’s death, 
the drama being described relied on an exaggeration of Carnot’s virtues in order to make 
the melodramatic narrative work.71  Even his political enemies grudgingly acknowledged 
Carnot as a man of integrity.  The leftist L’Intransigeant declared that, “If anyone in the 
world seemed shielded from the dagger, it is certainly the President Carnot.  Perhaps he 
did not provoke much enthusiasm, but he did not incite hatred.”72  Likewise, Le Figaro 
reported that, “The President may have made some political mistakes, but the private man 
is among those who have always merited the respect of his adversaries, and one will 
forget easily the errors of the head of State in remembering his dignity, his generosity, 
                                                
70 Le Bon, The Crowd, 43. 
71 The perception of Carnot as the embodiment of the Republic was a frequent trope in public discussions 
of the President in the media.  According to a contemporary biographer, Carnot's election -- although 
chosen as a “compromise candidate” among various republican factions -- was seen as a “triumph of the 
ideas of democratic progress and social solidarity [le triomphe des idées de progrès démocratiques et de 
solidarité sociale].”  This perception almost certainly lent to the posthumous representation of Carnot as the 
ultimate embodiment of the people, despite his thoroughly bourgeois republican government.  Quote from 
G.-A. Hubbard, Sadi Carnot (Paris: Maison Quantin, 1888), 31.  See also Maurice Picquet, Histoire d'un 
Français: Sadi Carnot (Paris: Librairie d'Éducation Nationale, 1899). 
72 “Si homme au monde semblait être à l'abri du poignard, c'est certainement le président Carnot.  Il ne 
provoquait peut-être pas l'enthousiasme, mais il ne suscitait pas la haine.”  L'Intransigeant, June 27, 1894. 
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and the carriage of this attitude.”73  Perhaps most dramatically, Le Temps said, “M. 
Carnot did not have any enemies […].  The republicans are unanimous in vaunting his 
inalterable devotion to our party; the monarchists recognize the moderation of his ideas 
and his bearing, the perfect carriage of his public and private life, his feelings of grand 
patriotism.  Of how many heads of state, in France and elsewhere, can one say as 
much?”74  Even for the most partisan observers, to admit that the President of the 
Republic who presided over a fractious political body had no enemies required a degree 
of simplification of character typically found in melodramatic narratives.  Indeed, a 
certain degree of admiration is generally accorded to martyred heads of state; the 
hyperbolic description of the administrative record, however, suggests a need to simplify 
a complex and dangerous situation in which ambiguity creates fear. 
 If Carnot’s transformation into a one-dimensional martyr figure solidified his role 
as that of the moral exemplar and the embodiment of republican virtue, the anarchists 
were equally represented as villains.  Along with the removal of agency implied by 
references to the “scripted” nature of anarchist “drama,” the association of anarchists 
with villainy transformed an enigmatic political movement into a series straw men – no 
matter what background they may have come from, they are of a piece with the eternal 
villains of the theater.  As noted above, one commentator already associated Henry with 
                                                
73 “Le Président a pu commettre des fautes politiques, mais l'homme privé est de ceux qui ont toujours 
mérité le respect de ses adversaires, et l'on oubliera facilement les erreurs du chef de l'État pour ne se 
rappeler que sa dignité, sa générosité, la correction de son attitude.”  Le Figaro, June 25, 1894. 
74 “M. Carnot n'avait pas d'ennemis [...].  Les républicains sont unanimes à vanter son dévouement 
inaltérable à notre parti; les monarchistes reconnaissent la modération de ses idées et de ses allures, la 
parfaite correction de sa vie publique et privée, ses sentiments de large patriotisme.  De combien de chefs 
d'État, en France et ailleurs, a-t-on pu en dire autant?”  Le Temps, June 26, 1894. 
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Matamore from Corneille’s L’Illusion Comique.  In Corneille’s play, Matamore is a 
dismissed servant of a member of the upper class, who consequently swears revenge by 
continually hiding in the shadows and upsetting the plans of the other characters.  For the 
reader, equating Henry and Matamore pointed to the baseness of their motives.  Henry 
was not the heroic defender of the people that he claimed to be, but rather a 
disenfranchised citizen who sought revenge by making everyone else miserable.  
Furthermore, although Corneille’s piece is of the Baroque tradition of neo-classicism, the 
character of Matamore is generally portrayed as a tragicomic buffoon – one who brags 
about murdering kings, but continually cowers in shadow.  While classical allusions may 
have lent gravitas to Carnot, they transformed anarchists into disagreeable and laughable 
oafs that were instantly legible as such to the reading public. 
 The discussion of anarchism in the public sphere, then, employed a narrative 
language more apropos of the theater than of the asylum.  While both performed similar 
functions – enhancing the legibility of the other, creating a singular definitive narrative 
from a complex reality, explaining the simultaneous abjection and incorporation of 
deviant politics into the social body – theatrical representation outweighed medico-legal 
explanation by abrogating the discursive potentiality of internal fracture inherent in the 
doctrine of positivist legal medicine.  The universality of the theatrical imagery, 
moreover, removed the comprehension and control of deviance from the hands of a small 
technocratic elite and broadened its usefulness within the greater public sphere.  
Questions still remain, however, as to the provenance of such theatrical metaphors.  Why 
were theatrical metaphors used as opposed to less opaque and interpretative forms of 
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description?  As will be explored in the next chapter, the intersection of legal medicine, 
deviance, and the creation of mass urban culture in the fin-de-siècle led to the 
comprehensive re-imagining of deviance in a manner that directly coincided with the 
tropes of mass consumerism and entertainment. 
 
VI.  CONCLUSION 
 To be sure, modern politics has always, to a degree, been about theater and the 
spectacle of power.  In France, making a show of political potency had as rich a tradition 
as can be found, from the baroque opulence of the court of Louis XIV, to the bloody 
guillotine of the Reign of Terror, to the imperial neo-classicism of Napoleon I, to the 
bourgeois luxury of Napoleon III.  At the end of the nineteenth century, the medico-legal 
professions of the Third Republic certainly drew on this tradition to make an example of 
the political unity and stability of Europe’s only republican political regime.  When the 
bourgeois Third Republic conceived theatrical and spectacular representations of the 
political order, however, the cultural climate in which they operated became an important 
consideration.  After all, the political theater of an absolutist monarchy or an imperial 
autocracy would have very different political overtones in a regime based upon the 
ideology of republican egalitarianism.  In the Republic, the spectacle of power needed to 
encompass and accommodate political differences of opinion through representations of 
republican unity.  In the accompanying age of mass culture, however, theater and 
theatrical representation became more democratic, and in turn, helped to define and shape 
the concepts of viewership and social control. 
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 The use of theatrical tropes in discussing the anarchist attacks of the late 
nineteenth century confirms what the theorist Gabriel de Tarde identified as the shift 
from Le Bon’s “age of the crowd” to the age of the “public.”  As Stuart Ewen has shown, 
Tarde recognized the power of mass communication – newspapers, theaters, novels, and 
advertisements, among others – to transform the confused rabble of Le Bon’s crowd into 
a thinking populace that became more spiritual in its essence than the very physical 
bounds of the crowd.  In Tarde’s view, the emergence of mass communication helped to 
bring order and definition to the crowd.  In contrast with the face-to-face communications 
of earlier eras that produced thousands of contradictory and conflicting ideologies, 
sometimes leading to armed conflict and destabilization, mass communication created a 
conceptual center to the production of ideas that served to unify and pacify the 
multitudinous and incoherent revolutionary crowd.  As Tarde wrote, “[N]ewspapers have 
[…] unified in space and diversified in time the conversations of individuals [and] even 
those who do not read papers but who, talking to those who do, are forced to follow the 
groove of their borrowed thoughts.  One pen suffices to set off a million tongues.”75 
 Whereas Tarde’s concept of the public represented another avenue of social 
control, the discussions of anarchism in the fin-de-siècle press served to show that the 
shapers of public opinion, as Tarde envisioned them, were not speaking to a public that 
passively received ideas without critical reflection.  The emergence of mass 
communication and culture provided a milieu in which official discourses from the 
medico-legal establishment, from the government, and from journalists in the partisan 
                                                
75 Quoted in Ewen, PR!, p. 69. 
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press competed with discourses from the emerging world of the boulevard and its culture 
of spectacle.  The culture of the boulevard encouraged people to see as well as be seen, 
and in promoting such ideas in the public square, the reception of the ideas was informed 
and influenced by the multiple modes of viewership that the modern city created.  One 
pen may set off a million tongues, as Tarde argued; however, whereas Tarde conceived of 
those million tongues as an echo chamber of the idea being propagated, the anarchist 
debates of the late nineteenth century showed that those million tongues actively 
questioned and re-imagined the ideas that frequently came from that single pen. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 
SPECTACULAR FANTASIES: SEXUAL DEVIANCE, PORNOGRAPHY, AND THE FREEDOM OF 
ALIENATION 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 The anarchist author and activist Octave Mirbeau’s pornographic novel, Le Jardin 
des supplices [The Torture Garden] (1899), begins in a peculiar manner for a 
pornographic tale.  In the first part of the novel, the young narrator has an extended 
discussion with a “Darwinian scientist” about what exactly constitutes deviant behavior.  
As the scientist explains, “murder is the very bed-rock of our institutions” and it is only 
restrained by “giving it a legalized outlet: industry, colonial trade, war, the hunt, or 
antisemitism, because it is dangerous to abandon oneself to it immoderately and outside 
the law […].”1  For this scientist, having studied human nature and its links with our pre-
modern past, humanity has never rid itself of the need for violence and destruction, but 
has merely given it new façades through the apparently civilized means of imperial 
conquest or the application of legal murder through the penal system of even the most 
liberal societies.  Such a strange philosophical introduction serves as the backdrop against 
which the action of the pornographic tale takes place.  At the end of their conversation, 
the doctor attempts to elucidate his theories by recounting the tale of an erotic voyage, 
which makes up the bulk of the novel.  In the doctor’s tale, a young man flees political 
scandal in Paris by traveling to China – a land symbolically free from the veneer of 
civilization upon which Western society was founded – in the company of Clara, an 
                                                
1 Octave Mirbeau, The Torture Garden [Le Jardin des supplices], trans. Alvah C. Bessie (New York: 
RE/Search Publications/Juno Books, 2000 [orig. pub. 1899]), 9-10. 
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Englishwoman whose erotic tendencies border on the exotic and sadistic.  While in 
China, Clara takes him on a tour of a Cantonese prison in which he and Clara are 
introduced to an elaborate garden in which gory torture and suffering are inflicted on the 
prisoners amidst a dazzling array of beautiful and terrible plants that thrive on the blood 
and pain that surrounds them.  As Clara witnesses the beauty and gore, the natural beauty 
of the plants drawing sustenance from the unnatural infliction of pain on the victims, with 
each new spectacular display of torture and death she becomes more and more aroused 
until she almost begs the narrator to embrace her, kiss her, and make love to her.  The 
narrator, also aroused, but ultimately repulsed by what he sees as the truth behind the 
philosophy espoused by the novel’s Darwinian scientist, reluctantly refuses Clara’s 
advances.  The novel ends ambiguously with an evidently overcome Clara, and the 
narrator pining for her but also realizing that the consummation of their affair would be 
the culmination of the scientist’s bleak view of human civilization. 
While extreme in its use of imagery, for the anarchist Mirbeau, the philosophical 
discussion of man’s innate need for destruction certainly figured in the anarchist project 
by showing that even the freest of Western societies still curtails humanity’s ability to act 
with society as it exists will always act to the detriment of freedom.2  On another level, 
however, Mirbeau’s tale moves beyond political ideology and philosophy to subtly 
expose the most insidious attribute of the Panopticon and the scopic regimes that rely on 
its precepts to maintain order and social control.  At the end of Le Jardin des supplices, 
                                                
2 For an in-depth account of Octave Mirbeau's anarchism and its influence on his writing, see Reg Carr, 
Anarchism in France: The Case of Octave Mirbeau (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1977). 
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the reader is left to wonder about the true nature of the narrator’s torment.  On the one 
hand, the narrator’s disgust at the torture garden leads the reader to believe that his 
despair is over the fact that he has realized that the scientist’s claims are correct, and that 
the bedrock of human society is, in fact, murder.  On the other hand, his obvious desire 
for Clara despite his repugnance at the source of her arousal and his inability to give in to 
the pleasure that such freedom would allow suggests that, despite his observation that the 
scientist had been right, he is constitutionally incapable of escaping the chains of Western 
society and becoming truly free.  Despite his physical removal from Europe to exotic 
China, he has interiorized the panoptic society of Paris to such a degree that, even in the 
absence of oversight by an unseen authority, he is still unable to act beyond the purview 
of behaviors deemed acceptable by the very same society from which he departed. 
The previous chapters of the present study have examined the degree to which the 
Panopticon was both shaped and challenged by the interaction of certain official 
discourses of deviance with a broader fin-de-siècle culture that, like the Panopticon, 
constituted new modes of seeing and complex configurations of the relationship between 
the viewer and the viewed.  For Sartre and Foucault, the gaze and the Panopticon not only 
operate as methods of social control when one is being physically viewed, but also in the 
absence of such viewership.  For Foucault especially, liberal society depends on the 
tendency to distribute the power of the Panopticon so that it does not solely emanate from 
institutional loci, but is rather integrated into one’s own daily life.  As Foucault writes, 
one “who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility 
for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he 
 190 
inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he 
becomes the principle of his own subjection.”3  The latter view of power and its 
interiorization has, of course, had a substantial impact on scholarship concerning the role 
of social control in the development of liberal societies.  For Vanessa Schwartz, the 
interiorization of a common everyday culture led to a particularly French concept of 
bourgeois citizenship; for such authors as Ruth Harris and Vernon Rosario, the 
internalization of medico-legal notions of feminine identity or sexual behavior created 
and internally policed both the private and public lives of women, homosexuals, and 
other socially marginalized groups.4 
 In exploring the internalization of the Panopticon, it is useful to proceed from the 
realm of the visible to that of the invisible – to that of fantasy.  In this regard, Mirbeau’s 
Le Jardin des supplices is also instructive, especially when we attend to the medium that 
enunciates the message, namely, that of pornographic narrative.  The intertwining of 
sexuality with the contemporary development of legal medicine and other institutional 
approaches to human behavior is a much discussed theme in the scholarly literature 
concerning the historical study of sex.  Among the various “deviants” that were of 
concern to the medico-legists, sexual deviants were among the more frequently 
discussed, analyzed, categorized, and pathologized.  For Foucault, the pathologization of 
deviant sexualities was part of the broader power shift of the late nineteenth century, 
                                                
3 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1995), 202-203. 
4 Vanessa R. Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999), 5-6;  Ruth Harris, Murders and Madness: Medicine, Law, and 
Society in the fin de siècle (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), especially chapter 6. 
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mostly as a by-product of changing attitudes toward the family as the locus of alliances 
and of sexual pleasure.5  With the latter shift, according to Foucault, sexuality became an 
object of knowledge subject to scrutiny and control by any of a number of new 
disciplines in nineteenth-century sciences.  For other historians, the late nineteenth-
century focus on sexuality had more political connotations, particularly in France.  As 
Robert Nye and Antony Copley have argued, the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries’ discourses on sex and reproduction were practically inseparable from debates 
about the relative position of France in the world.  For Nye, the demographic problem of 
the declining French population was of paramount importance in raising issues of sex and 
reproduction to the forefront of public consciousness; for Copley the “liberalizing” of 
French laws on marriage, divorce, and the family contributed to the concern over 
sexuality and its part in maintaining stable French institutions.6  Whichever was the 
primary motivation for considering sexuality as being among the more important areas in 
which to police deviants, it is clear that a number of factors made sexuality and its 
aberrations of unusually important concern, and therefore all the more important that 
irregular sexual activity be policed and regulated.  The intricate network of morality 
police, vice squads, prostitution regulations, maisons de tolérance, and departments of 
public sanitation suggests how seriously the French took the regulation of sexuality, and 
                                                
5 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1990), 106-114. 
6 Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1998), 77-82; Antony Copley, Sexual Moralities in France 1780-1980: New Ideas on the 
Family, Divorce and Homosexuality (London: Routledge, 1992), 113-134. 
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justifies the attention given here to deviant sexuality in helping to broaden the concepts of 
normal and abnormal in the fin-de-siècle and belle époque.7 
 What many of the studies mentioned above lack is an examination of sexuality 
and its control (or lack thereof) from a non-institutional perspective, and when we view 
matters non-institutionally, pornographic materials will be especially instructive.  
Pornographic narratives are glimpses into the private fantasies of a highly public urban 
society.  Unlike the works of Zola or Huysmans – intended to be read in cafés or 
discussed in salons – pornographic novels offer a different perspective on deviance 
because of the very different nature of the work.  Whereas in the works of Zola and 
Huysmans the deviant is something to be observed or aesthetically appreciated, the 
subjectivity of the reader as a literary flâneur is never called into question as something 
clearly distinct from the deviant-as-spectacle.  In the pornographic works examined here, 
the overriding theme is one in which the reader’s safe symbolic distance is always 
challenged, and necessarily so, in order for the pornographer to accomplish his aim.  That 
is, in these works, the deviant-as-spectacle is meant to heighten the pleasure obtained 
from the entertainment value of the work by encouraging the reader to question his own 
subjectivity – he is no longer the detached flâneur, but a gawker immersed in a world of 
spectacular fantasy.  In the works discussed below, the deviant is not the enemy, but the 
                                                
7 There is an impressive body of literature on nineteenth-century attitudes toward prostitution and the 
control of female sexuality.  For some of the most notable examples, see Alain Corbin, Women for Hire: 
Prostitution and Sexuality in France after 1850, trans. Alan Sheridan (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1990); Jill Harsin, Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century France (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985).  For a comprehensive overview of literature concerning the role of the prostitute in 
history, see Timothy J. Gilfoyle, “Prostitutes in History: From Parables of Pornography to Metaphors of 
Modernity,” The American Historical Review 104, no. 1 (February 1999): 117-141. 
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agent of our own titillation, and in the space of pornographic representation, that requires 
that we give the deviant wide latitude in defining what the belle époque would define as 
appropriate sexual behavior. 
 Pornographic novels, perhaps predictably, often present a different standard of 
normal and abnormal sexuality from more legitimate literary sources in the fin-de-siècle 
and belle époque.  What is interesting and peculiar about pornographic narratives in this 
period is that, although they were not confined to the strictures of the public gaze 
(whereas works by Zola, Huysmans, and others were meant to explore their social 
theories and necessitated promulgation in the public sphere), pornographic novels were 
meant for private consumption to serve the explicit purpose of sexual titillation.  
“Obscene” works were, in other words, already censored and their authors had no need to 
be coy in their writings, thus ironically allowing for a greater freedom of expression. 
 Throughout the early Third Republic, stricter standards for policing obscenity 
successively passed the legislature in an ever-intensifying program to construct a healthy, 
moral Republican electorate.  Under the leadership of René Bérenger in the Chamber of 
Deputies (known to his critics as “Père-la-Pudeur [Father Prude]”), the legislature passed 
increasingly stringent versions of the same legislation against “outrages to good morals” 
in 1882, 1898, and 1908.8  Among the behaviors categorized as outrages were 
pornographic texts and images, forcing producers of such materials to bring their 
production to places like London, Amsterdam, and Brussels.  To avoid detection of the 
                                                
8 See Carolyn J. Dean, The Frail Social Body: Pornography, Homosexuality, and Other Fantasies in 
Interwar France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 37-38.  For a comprehensive view of 
pornography and censorship in the early Third Republic, see Annie Stora-Lamarre, L'Enfer de la Troisième 
République: Censeurs et pornographes, 1880-1914 (Paris: Imago, 1990). 
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whereabouts of the printing houses, many of the works bear fanciful names for their 
publishers and many apparently originated in “Priapeville” – named after Priapus, the 
satyr of Greek mythology who was so filled with lust he had a permanent erection.  Such 
tongue-in-cheek humor is characteristic of a genre that knew it was flouting the rules of 
polite society and did not care.    Given such freedom, we will see in what follows that, 
despite heavy influence from the medicalization and pathologization of sexuality taking 
place in the public sphere, in private, the boundary between purity and danger is 
constantly renegotiated in an ever-expanding and ever-contracting symbolic construction 
of the purportedly normal, thus questioning the generally established medico-social 
perception of sexuality and deviance in the public boulevard culture of the early Third 
Republic.           
 In the works I examine here, the medicalized aspects of the pornography become 
the backdrop for a celebration of deviance and an intensifying of its erotic appeal, rather 
than a condemnation or a prohibitive stigmatization of the acts described.  Unlike Zola or 
Huysmans, in whose novels the medical-scientific approach to deviance puts the deviant 
under the microscope, and to show the inherent dangers of allowing such “specimens” to 
express their instincts in a broader society, pornographic narratives accomplish exactly 
the opposite – they celebrate deviant sexuality and its attributes strictly as entertainment 
and as spectacle by using medico-legal ideas to provide explanations rather than 
condemnations.  For characters in pornographic works, their degeneration, their illnesses, 
their mental diseases are the instruments through which they can achieve greater 
pleasure; they are usually not the instruments through which the characters will meet 
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their ultimate, boundary-enforcing demise.  Further, while medico-legal discourse is used 
as a tool with which pornographic authors highlight and spectacularize their characters’ 
sexual deviance, it is not used as a blanket validation of all sexual acts.  As we will see, 
the validation of sexuality as entertainment is necessarily also predicated upon a 
condemnation and stigmatization of others in yet another means of reinforcing the 
boundaries between purity and danger. 
 As Robert Darnton and Lynn Hunt have shown, pornography has long served as a 
means of enunciating satire, parody, and critical assessment of one’s cultural values.  
Drawing on traditions dating back at least to the eighteenth century with the Marquis de 
Sade, many pornographic works in the early Third Republic served as an outlet for social, 
cultural, and political commentary.9  Authors that straddled the line between legitimate 
auteurs and pornographers frequently used the rebellious and illicit social position of 
pornography to express revolutionary ideas, or even ideas beyond the mainstream of the 
cultural establishment.  The anarchist, Octave Mirbeau, discussed above, avant-garde 
surrealist poet Guillaume Apollinaire, and future Communist revolutionary Henri 
Barbusse, were all pornographic authors of the latter sort.  While revolutionaries such as 
Mirbeau and Barbusse use the pornographic medium to advance critiques of society in 
accordance with their political-philosophical views, more general pornography used 
                                                
9 In particular, studies of pornography in the eighteenth century have focused on the relationship of the 
pornographic narrative to Enlightenment thought and its role in critiquing the absolutist government, in 
particular, in Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 1996).  For a broader treatment of the intermingling of pornographic narratives with the 
development of “modernity,” see Lynn Hunt's excellent introduction to The Invention of Pornography: 
Obscenity and the Origins of Modernity, 1500-1800, ed. Lynn Hunt (New York: Zone Books, 1996), 
especially pages 35-45. 
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medico-legal discourse to sensationalize the sex acts taking place, rather than to highlight 
the witness of these acts.  In as much as the medico-legal establishment tried to proscribe 
sexuality within the strict confines of what is designated as normal behavior through a 
classification and valuation of sex acts, the vulgarization of legal medicine through the 
appropriation of boulevard culture also supplied pornographers with a means through 
which to spectacularize and sensationalize sexuality beyond that which was safely 
proscribed by experts in legal medicine.  In other words, the medico-legal explanation of 
sexuality provided an excuse to, as it were, normalize deviant sexuality by excusing the 
wildest outrages against bourgeois decency within the pornographic narrative – the 
freedom inherent in being alienated, on the margins of society. 
 
II. “TO FUCK!  IT IS THE PRINCE OF VERBS AND THE QUEEN OF OCCUPATIONS”: 
PORNOGRAPHY, MEDICINE, AND THE BOUNDS OF THE NORMAL 
 
 In exploring the degree to which the French medico-legal establishment 
dominated the discussion of sexuality in the nineteenth century, Vernon Rosario has 
written that, “we must be skeptical of […] patients’ freedom to voice their truth under the 
glare of the medical examination lamp” because “French doctors […] dominated the 
semiology of the erotic […].”10  Indeed, the narratives that Rosario examines reveal a 
deep entrenchment of the erotic imagination within the contemporary context of medico-
legal pathology.  Outside of the official medico-legal discourse of sexuality, however, 
one finds a curious phenomenon.  While many pornographic narratives adopted tropes 
                                                
10 Vernon A. Rosario II, The Erotic Imagination: French Histories of Perversity (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997), 8-9. 
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and language that reference the medico-legal context of sexual pathology, the recurring 
theme of these works is one in which traditional bourgeois institutions for sexual 
expression are restrictive and the only escape is an alternate reality in which the normal 
rules do not apply – usually through moral, mental, or physical degeneration or through 
the sensationalistic exploits of the urban underworld.  In either case, the alternate reality 
presented is a land in which sexual freedom is not to be feared, but cherished and 
celebrated.  What one finds in these narratives, then, is a paradoxical inclination to use 
the tools of the medico-legal establishment to arrive at completely different conclusions.  
For the medico-legist, sexuality was best expressed within the confines of heterosexual 
marriage for the production of children, and anything else was a result of physical or 
mental abnormality; for the pornographer, rather than stigmatize the afflicted, physical or 
mental abnormality could save one from the stifling confines of marriage and 
reproduction.  The eyes of the medico-legal Panopticon extended into the bedroom, but in 
the privacy of the home, the pornography enthusiast was free to indulge in any fantasy 
that aroused one’s desire. 
 The adoption of medico-legal explanations of deviant sexuality is a frequent 
theme in much pornographic literature of the period.11  Often, however, the use of 
medico-legal language or concepts serves a quite different purpose from its use in an 
asylum or a medico-legal text.  One of the belle époque’s most prolific pornographic 
authors, Alphonse Gallais, frequently adopted the pseudonym of Dr. A.-S. Lagail to lend 
                                                
11 Ibid., 3-13; Michael L. Wilson, “Drames d'amours des pédérastes: Male Same-Sex Sexuality in Belle 
Époque Print Culture,” in Homosexuality in French History and Culture, eds. Jeffrey Merrick and Michael 
Sibalis (New York: Harrington Park Press, 2001), 197-198. 
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weight to his authority on matters of sexuality, but also to mock the notion that sexuality 
is a topic that can be seriously scientifically studied.  One of Gallais’ most extensive 
works, Les Paradis charnels, ou Le Divin breviaire des amants [The Carnal Paradise, or 
the Divine Lovers’ Breviary] (1903), is ostensibly a manual for lovers to explore the 
various acts of pleasure that can be safely performed.  In asserting his authority in these 
matters, he provides a list of “credentials” to accompany his assumed title of “doctor”: 
Doctor A.-S. Lagail 
Humanitarian Poet 
Professor of Horizontal Philosophy 
Doctor of Orgiastic Sciences 
Chevalier of the Order of “Vive la joie” 
Officer of the Academy of Principled Fuckers 
Grand Cross of the Order of Perpetual Fucking12 
 
What follows the establishment of such authority purports to be an instructional manual, 
yet the work is mostly an eloquent ode to the joys of sex.  Rather than providing a clinical 
and detached examination of sexual positions and acts, the work is an irreverent 
celebration of carnal sexuality.  The preface claims that the manual exists to help people 
to realize that, “By [the act of love] alone, we can bear the burden of Life, hard, full of 
anguish, and traitorous, woven through with injustice and paved with multicolored 
cobblestones of cowardice and ignominy by society!”13  More succinctly, the epigraph to 
                                                
12 “Docteur A.-S. Lagail 
     Poète Humanitaire 
     Professeur de Philosophie Horizontale 
     Docteur ès-sciences Carambolatoires 
     Chevalier de l'Ordre des 'Vive la joie' 
     Officier de l'Académie des fouteurs par principe 
     Grand-Croix de l'Ordre du Baisage perpétuel”  A.-S. Lagail (pseud.), Les Paradis charnels, ou Le Divin 
breviaire des amants (Priapeville [n.p.]: Imprimerie Galante, 1903), v. 
13 “Par lui seul, nous pouvons supporter le fardeau de la Vie rude, angoissante et traîtresse, par la voie 
sociale tramée d'injustice et pavée d'un cailloutis bigarré de lâchetés et d'ignominies!”  Ibid., ii. 
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the work states: “Far from here, transparent chemisettes and precious lace: frivolous and 
cumbersome ornaments of an unhealthy Decency.”14  By proclaiming the work to have 
been written by a credentialed doctor, the epigraph lends the authority of any medico-
legal tome to the study of sexuality; conversely, the perversion of the authoritative voice 
transforms the work from being a study of sex to a celebration of it. 
 In Gallais’ celebratory exploration of sexuality, sexuality is elevated to the level 
of spectacular perversity, and, as with the expressed fear of sexuality overcoming the 
symbolic boundaries between spectacle and audience from the medico-legists and 
novelists of the period, the spectacle becomes a freeing experience.  Rather than 
proscribing and controlling sexuality, the pornographic medium uses the official gaze of 
the medico-legal authority as a device through which to liberate sexual pleasure from its 
prescribed boundaries.  Such liberation of libido, moreover, is not to be feared, but, 
rather, to be enjoyed.  As Gallais argues in Les Paradis charnels, “Fucking makes true 
lovers equals with the happy power of Olympian gods,” and in the act of love, “Both 
lovers forget that there is a world and that laws exist in it.”15  For Gallais, the liberating 
act of love transcends the rules that medico-legal examinations of sexuality were meant 
to uphold. 
 In fictional accounts, the medico-legal explanation of perverse sexuality is again 
frequently used as a device through which the characters experience an ultimately 
liberating sexuality.  Many characters either already have a mental defect or acquire one 
                                                
14 “Loin d'ici, chemisettes transparentes et dentelles précieuses: ornements frivoles et encombrantes d'une 
Pudeur malsaine.”  Ibid., 3. 
15 “[...] la Fouterie majeure, qui fait des vrais amants les égaux en puissance heureuse des dieux olympiques 
[...]”; “Tous deux oublient qu'il est un monde et qu'il existe des lois.”  Ibid., 3, 11. 
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over the course of the novel, and the defect both allows the character to be excused for 
his or her behavior, but also allows for the ensuing sex acts to approach the realm of the 
perverse.  The characters in the pornographic narratives do not merely engage in sexual 
intercourse, but, rather, in sexual acts and perversions of all kinds.  Echoing 
contemporary debates over deviance and rational choice, the characters in question are 
never punished for their sexual transgressions.  Neither do they exhibit the emotional and 
guilt-ridden hand-wringing experienced by characters in Zola’s or Huysmans’ novels.  
Rather than using a pathological model to understand and control sexuality in a version of 
a morality tale, therefore, the pathologies in the pornographic narratives serve to expose 
the reader to a range of erotic and titillating activities that provide as much, if not more, 
pleasure than medico-legally normalized sexual relations. 
 Frequently, these tales use a lust-driven female as the central protagonist.  Their 
lust, however, usually does not stem from an appreciation of sexual pleasure, but instead 
through a deviant abnormality in mental function.  In the collection of short stories 
entitled Enfilade de perles [String of Pearls] (1894) by Georges de Lesbos (almost 
certainly a pseudonym for Alphonse Momas), for example, both of the main stories 
concern such a woman.  The first story, “Névrosée! [Neurotic!],” posits the existence of a 
sexual mania that drives the protagonist, Emma, Vicomtesse de Blancu, constantly to 
seek out new ways to pleasure herself.  As the narrator states, “Being thus free, her 
nervous condition had incited her to pursue strange pastimes and, we repeat, she had 
known all the pleasures of the flesh, experienced all the ecstasies that plunge one into a 
numbness akin to death and into soiling the heart with retroactive disgust and repulsion.  
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And each time the Victomesse, who never swooned, muttered a despairing and cruel ‘it is 
what it is.’”16   
Her mania drives Emma to search out new pleasures as each successive conquest 
bores her immediately after she experiences it; her later encounters border on the bizarre, 
and for Emma, the more bizarre the better.  The main part of the story sees Emma 
inviting a procuress to her house to see what new pleasures the procuress can bring.  The 
procuress herself is so riddled with vice that she had become extremely ugly (again, 
echoing medico-legal beliefs of the physical nature of vice), and the ugliness itself was 
the attraction for the Vicomtesse: “This hideousness was so outrageously obscure that, 
alone, perhaps, this meat display could once more bring the Vicomtesse a semblance of 
desire.”17  In this instance, it is not just that the Vicomtesse is driven by a mania for sex, 
but that her mania has so bored her with the usual sexual pleasures that nothing but the 
most outrageous, obscure, unusual sexual perversions will stimulate her, echoing the 
modern urban flâneur’s never-ending search for novelty.  Similarly, in the second story 
“La Perle des Putains [The Whores’ Pearl],” the main character’s nervous disorder and 
cruelty lead her to seek out sexual pleasures even more bizarre than those that attracted 
the Vicomtesse.  The result is a celebration of deviant sexuality culminating in the 
                                                
16 “Se sentant libre, sa névrose l'avait incitée aux ébats étranges, et, nous le répétons, elle avait conu toutes 
les jouissances de la chair, éprouvé toutes les extases qui plongent l'être dans un engourdissement voisin de 
la mort, en barbouillant le cœur d'un dégoût et d'une répulsion rétrospective.  Et toujours, la vicomtesse, à 
peine pâmée, avait balbutié un 'ce n'est que cela' désespérant et cruel.”  Georges de Lesbos (pseud.), 
Enfilade de perles (Amsterdam: n.p., 1894), 7-8. 
17 “Cette hideur était si outrageusement obscure que, seule, peut-être, cet étalage de viande pouvait encore 
amener chez la vicomtesse un semblant de désir...”  Ibid., 21. 
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sadomasochistic death of a woman strapped to a cross and beaten with a lash – the 
spectacle of sexual perversion. 
 While in such stories as “Névrosée!” the medico-legal degeneracy of deviant 
sexuality is used as a plot device, frequently the medico-legal veneer is expanded to 
include the whole of the tale.  Often, the texts masquerade as clinical or anthropological 
studies of deviant sexuality, even when the level of clinical analysis is minimal.  Such 
usage further strengthens a medico-legal understanding of sexuality, while at the same 
time using such an understanding to undermine the medico-legal gaze by eroticizing and 
putting on display that which legal medicine tries to contain.  The 1912 novel, La Femme 
aux chiens [The Woman with the Dogs] by L’Érotin, for example, bears the subtitle 
Recueil documentaire psycho-pathologique sur les aberrations sexuelles chez la femme 
normale tombant à la bestialité la plus raffinée [Psycho-Pathological Documentary 
Anthology on Sexual Aberrations in Normal Women Falling into the Most Refined 
Bestiality].  Rather than being a collection of personal testimonials and documents 
pertaining to a true case study of female bestiality, however, the work reads like a novel 
with improvised dialogue, intrigue, deception, and resolution.  The psychopathological 
analysis stems from the discussion of the sexual awakening of the main character, 
Régine.  Régine begins the story as a sexual novice, unaware of the pleasures of 
sexuality, until she is raped one evening.  Unlike a clinical study of sexual trauma 
stemming from rape, Régine’s sexual awakening is described as if in a novelesque 
romance:  “She sought in this adventure her own part of the pleasure; she returned his 
kisses, his caresses, his sucking, and she was not repulsed by the way he smelled of goat, 
 203 
and she did not refuse to receive his cock in her mouth.  The rapture transformed them 
into a consenting duo where she revealed herself to be as active as she was passive.”18  
Her sexual pleasure at the hands of her rapist sends her into a sexual frenzy, as it “took 
her several days to return to her normal state,” while she suffered “fatigue, exhaustion, 
vertigo [...] she went through a moral and physical crisis.”19  The crisis generates in her 
unnatural desires, for one day, as she lies thinking about her attack, she becomes sexually 
excited and uses the first being available to her to satisfy her lust, her dogs.  She 
subsequently goes down a path that leads her to favor the company of dogs over that of 
men as “The love of a man was banal in comparison with the obscene ignominies of 
which she dreamed.”20  By way of explanation, this “psycho-pathological study” offers 
only the sparsest of psychological or medico-legal analysis: “The fever that dominated 
her annihilated within her spirit and her heart all that did not remind her of her brand of 
odious luxury.”21  The reader is led to accept Régine’s depravity because of her trauma, 
yet the “study” provides no means for a remedy, nor does it attempt to condemn the acts 
except in such vague terms as “obscene” or “odious.”  What Régine’s psychological state 
brings to the tale is the freedom to make the sex acts involved as wild and spectacular as 
possible.  What follows Régine’s realization that she prefers the company of dogs to men 
                                                
18 “Elle s'aguerrissait et cherchait dans l'aventure sa part de plaisir; elle lui rendait ses baisers, ses caresses, 
ss suçons, et elle ne répugnait pas à son odeur de bouc et ne réfusait pas de recevoir sa queue dans la 
bouche.  Le rapt se transformait en un duo consenti où elle se révélait autant active que passive.”  L'Érotin 
(pseud.), La Femme aux chiens: Recueil documentaire psycho-pathologique sur les aberrations sexuelles 
chez la femme normale tombant à la bestialité la plus raffinée (n.p., 1912), 14-15. 
19 “[...] plusieurs jours avant de se retrouver dans son état normal [...]”; “[...] fatigues, des accablements, des 
vertiges [...] elle subissait une crise morale et physique.”  Ibid., 22. 
20 “L'amour d'un homme se présentait banal en comparaison de ce qu'elle rêvait de turpitudes obscènes.”  
Ibid., 72. 
21 “La fièvre qui la dominait anéantissait dans son esprit et son cœur tout ce qui ne se rapportait pas à son 
genre d'odieuse luxure.”  Ibid., 112. 
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is an escalating situation in which Régine attracts dogs from all over the neighborhood 
and can no longer leave her home for fear of being attacked by packs of mongrels.  The 
climax of the story comes when Régine’s companion, Coralie, discovers Régine’s secret 
and attempts to blackmail her, at which point Régine devises a plan whereby she starves 
her dogs of carnal pleasure before throwing a half-naked Coralie in their midst; rather 
than be torn to shreds by the ravenous dogs, Coralie has no choice other than to receive 
the bestial orgy that follows.  Eventually, Coralie and Régine reconcile and agree to share 
the dogs between them, living out the rest of their days together in the company of their 
amorous canines. 
 As with the works of Zola or Huysmans, the sexual narratives of the pornographic 
works under discussion here did not shy away from deviance in order to heighten the 
sense of erotic excitement.  While sexuality was obviously the main source of inspiration 
for the tales, the focus on sexual gratification did not preclude the discussion of other 
forms of deviance as well.  Just as the medico-legal concept of “deviant” sexuality 
allowed pornographic authors – and, by extension, pornography readers – to fulfill sexual 
fantasies beyond the medico-legal gaze, it also allowed for the exploration of fantasy 
lifestyles beyond the realm of sexuality, and in particular, in the realm of the criminal 
underworld.  Indeed, many medico-legists traced a connection between deviant sexuality, 
pornography, and criminality as a trifecta of degeneration; but, just as mental deficiency 
led to pornographic spectacularization of perverse sexuality, so, too, did these 
connections lead to the romanticization and acceptability of criminality within the realm 
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of personal fantasy.22  The medico-legal gaze may have shaded the internalized view of 
deviance and transgression, but generally not in the proscriptive way intended by Third 
Republican medico-legal scholars. 
 While some pornographic authors turned to medicine to sensationalize sexuality, 
others turned to the daily examples of depravity disseminated by the press.  In as much as 
the medico-legists took inspiration from the daily faits divers columns, so, too, did belle 
époque pornographers.  La Femme aux chiens starts with Régine being terrified of rumors 
of a “satyr” that attacks women in the suburbs, and in fact, her perverse desires are 
awakened after said miscreant rapes her.  Guillaume Apollinaire’s Les Onze Mille Verges 
[The Eleven Thousand Rods] (1902) includes instances in which the characters are 
inspired in their own sexual adventures by what they read in the newspaper.  In a 
particularly bizarre moment, the main character, Romanian prince Mony Vibescu, reads a 
story in Le Journal that arouses him to the point of masturbation: 
“One story fascinated him.  The crime was ghastly.  A restaurant dishwasher had 
roasted the rump of a young scullion, then buggered it piping hot and bloodily raw, 
while eating the best-done bits which came away from the ephebe’s posterior.  On 
hearing the howls of the fledgling Vatel, the neighbours ran in and the sadistic 
                                                
22 The most explicit connection between sexuality and criminality can be found, predictably, in Ambroise 
Tardieu's Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux mœurs (Paris: Librairie J.-B. Baillière & Fils, 1878), 
although it can be found as an undercurrent in other works, particularly Émile Laurent's Les Habitués des 
prisons de Paris: Étude d'anthropologie & de psychologie criminelles (Lyon: A. Storck, 1890).  The 
tendency to equate deviant sexuality with crime is especially prominent in discussions of homosexuality.  
See William A. Peniston, “Love and Death in Gay Paris: Homosexuality and Criminality in the 1870s,” in 
Homosexuality in Modern France, eds. Jeffrey Merrick and Bryant T. Ragan, Jr. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1996); “Pederasts, Prostitutes, and Pickpockets in Paris of the 1870s,” in Homosexuality 
in French History and Culture, eds. Jeffrey Merrick and Michael Sibalis (New York: Harrington Park 
Press, 2001); Pederasts and Others: Urban Culture and Sexual Identity in Nineteenth-Century Paris (New 
York: Harrington Park Press, 2004). 
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dishwasher was arrested.  The story was recounted in all its details and the prince 
savoured it while gently tossing off the tool he had pulled out.”23 
 
Vibescu’s subsequent sexual adventures will frequently involve a death, either accidental 
or purposeful.  Another novel, Alphonse Gallais’ Amours d’apaches: Roman de la basse 
pègre [Loves of the Apaches: Novel of the Underworld] (1902), takes many of its plot 
elements almost directly from the Parisian mass press.24  Interestingly, unlike most of his 
other pornographic works for which he used the “Dr. A.-S. Lagail” pseudonym, Amours 
d’apaches was published under Gallais’ real name, possibly owing to the fact that as 
shocking as his novel might be, it is taken from the “reality” that one could read any day 
of the week in Le Temps or Le Paris-Journal.  When writing about everyday life, there 
was no need to cloak the narrative in a medico-legal veneer. 
 Amours d’apaches is the story of Gaston Monichard, “le Rempart de Montparno.”  
Situated in Paris, specifically in the district of Montparnasse, the setting would have been 
important to the reading audience of the belle époque.  Like Montmartre, Montparnasse 
had already acquired a reputation among Parisians, and among the French in general, as 
an area devoted to the bohemian lifestyle – a lifestyle that would attract artists and 
intellectuals, but also such seedier social elements as political exiles and criminals.  
Associating Monichard with “Montparno” would automatically make the reader aware of 
the character’s background.  Further, the author alludes to the notoriety of this apache by 
loudly proclaiming his fame: “No one among the vast and sinister world of these ‘knights 
                                                
23 Guillaume Apollinaire, The Eleven Thousand Rods [Les Onze Mille Verges] in Flesh Unlimited: 
Surrealist Erotica, trans. Alexis Lykiard (n.p.: Creation Books, 2000 [orig. pub. 1902]), 34. 
24 The term “apache” was frequently used in newspapers to describe members of urban street gangs, thugs, 
and criminals. 
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of the bloody night’ and of their ‘cavaliers of back-alley vice’ ignored the facts, glorious 
among all, that had rendered him famous on all the corners of the world where he amused 
himself.”25  Gallais was aware of criminal notoriety, an effect of the sensationalism 
present in the daily press.  As the story progresses, and Monichard’s ventures range from 
extortion to gang activity, murder, and pimping, Gallais himself is impressed by the 
spectacular nature of crime and sex: “By permission of the reader, we present to you, like 
they do at Barnum and Bailey’s, this rare collection of phenomena, this inestimable series 
of vagabonds of all fibers, the nocturnal works of whom would scandalize and frighten 
the poor Parisians [...].”26  Peppered with street slang (complete with footnotes, for those 
unaware of the language of the criminal underworld), the novel continues to exploit the 
adventures of Monichard’s criminal empire.  It is eventually brought down by the sexual 
betrayal of his chief female consort, resulting in yet another spectacular display of 
deviance: the final chapters of the book entail a gruesome gang fight in the Buttes-
Chaumont in which all of the main characters and their girlfriends are killed.27  As each 
chapter describes more gruesome acts of depravity and criminality, the reader is drawn 
ever more seductively into the criminal underworld on the borders of Parisian society, 
and even more specifically to the powerful sexual charisma of the chief criminal, Gaston 
Monichard. 
                                                
25 “Nul, parmi le monde sinistre et abondant de ces 'chevaliers de la nuit sanglante' et de leurs 'cavalières du 
vice d'impasse' n'ignorait les hauts faits, glorieux entre tous, qui l'avaient, à juste titre, rendu célèbre par 
tous les coins du monde où l'on s'amuse...”  Alphonse Gallais, Amours d'apaches: Roman de la basse pègre 
(Paris: Librairie P. Fort, 1903), 11. 
26 “Que le lecteur nous permette de lui présenter, ainsi que cela se pratique chez Barnum and Bailey, cette 
rare collection de phénomènes, cette inestimable série de chenapans de tous crins, dont les travaux 
nocturnes allaient scandaliser et glacer d'effroi les pauvres parisiens [...]”  Ibid., 148. 
27 Ibid., 254-265. 
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 While Amours d’apaches ultimately leaves the reader satisfied by punishing the 
main characters in the final chapter’s bloody gang fight (indeed, it ends with the words, 
“All is tranquil.  Good Parisians, sleep!”), other pornographic works glorified violence 
and criminality as deeply erotic and sexually fulfilling.28  One glimpses such glorification 
in La Femme aux chiens, wherein Régine’s sexual awakening and subsequent 
gratification is brought on by her encounter with a criminal rapist; Mirbeau uses the same 
tropes to great effect in Le Jardin des supplices as well as his later pornographic novel, 
Le Journal d’une femme de chambre [The Diary of a Chambermaid] (1900), in which the 
main character, Célestine, has sex with a sickly boy until he dies and later takes up with a 
murderer precisely because his evil nature attracts her.29  Nor was the phenomenon 
limited to print media.  In visual pornography, which relies on sight to titillate rather than 
extensive description and narrative development, pornographic photographs of the period 
emphasized sensationalism, carnivalesque atmospheres, or dangerous criminal subtexts 
through similar “narrative” techniques used in print pornography.  Rather than simply 
showing couples engaged in the act of sexual intercourse, photographers often made a 
series of photographs with a particular theme in order to impart plot or motivation to their 
subjects.  Vendors of such photographs would often have a “catalogue” of each series and 
customers could choose which prints they would like, but when looked at in series rather 
than as individual images, catalogues show an entire story behind the pornographic 
images.  Some of the stories are mundane, as for example the “wedding night” catalogue 
                                                
28 “Tout est tranquille et dort.  Bons parisiens, dormez!”  Ibid., 265-266. 
29 Octave Mirbeau, The Diary of a Chambermaid [Le Journal d'une femme de chambre], trans. not named 
(New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2007 [orig. pub. 1900]). 
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photo, which depicts a (presumably) newlywed couple’s first night together (see Figure 
6).  Others, however, heighten the notion of sensationalism through mysterious, 
forbidden, or even dangerous storylines.  As one can see in the series “Entre Forains 
[Between Fairground Entertainers],” what would be an unremarkable series of 
photographs of a man and woman enjoying coitus takes on an air of the forbidden (see 
Figure 7).  By placing the subjects in a carnival setting, what would be an ordinary tryst 
between lovers becomes transgressive.  The forains are not a married a couple in the 
privacy of the bourgeois bedroom, but rootless carnival workers engaging in intense 
passion in a hidden spot at the fairground, perhaps while the carnival-goers are just 
beyond the curtain.  Similarly with the series, “L’Apache en Rut [Apache in Heat],” the 
sex is spectacularized through the implicit danger of the situation (see Figure 8).  A 
sleeping woman is about to be brutally murdered.  One views it as if one were reading the 
story in the daily press.  The would-be “apache,” however, is so taken with the woman’s 
beauty that he makes love to her instead of taking her life.  Not only does this series 
reinforce the link between sexuality and deviance, but also it uses this link to heighten 
and dramatize what otherwise would be mundane pornographic photographs. 
 While pornographic narratives – either printed or visual – emphasizes 
transgression as a liberating and ultimately fulfilling flirtation with the dangerous, the 
unknown, and the degenerate, they also generally painted an opposing picture of more 
traditional sexual relationships.  The recurring theme of these works is one in which 
traditional bourgeois institutions for sexual expression are restrictive and the only escape 
is a reality in which the normal rules do not apply – usually through moral, mental, or 
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physical degeneration or through the sensationalistic exploits of the urban underworld, as 
shown in novels like Amours d’apaches.  In either case, the alternate reality presented is a 
land in which sexual freedom is not to be feared, but cherished.  Indeed, characters in an 
enduring marriage are usually portrayed as unhappy because their lives have been 
confined to a narrow realm of “normal” sexual behavior.  Frequently, therefore, the 
“enemy” in these narratives is not perversion as such, but the stable institutions that 
medico-legal descriptions of perversion were meant to uphold.  In Les Paradis charnels, 
Gallais counsels his readers to “above all, avoid the Child!  That is my major advice!  It 
is useless to forge more unfortunates for the future.  Leave this care to the bourgeois sots 
and to the glistening aristocrats.  After us, the end of the world!”30  The war cry against 
conception is then followed by a recipe for an abortifacient involving a heavy dose of 
absinthe.  In another Gallais novel, Amour morbide: Aux Griffes de Vénus, Mœurs de la 
Décadence Parisiennes [Morbid Love: In the Claws of Venus, Morals of Parisian 
Decadence] (1912), the argument of the novel is to denigrate marriage as a legitimate 
institution.  Again, using popularized medico-legal justifications, the story begins as a 
critique of women, as the main character, Claude Durtal, uses quasi-psychological 
observations to conclude that he does not want to get married because women exist for 
the sole purpose of a “cynical debasement of man, that king of animals.”31  Possibly 
reacting to the contemporary emergence of feminist movements in France, the novel is 
                                                
30 “Et surtout, évitez l'enfant!  C'est le conseil majeur!  Il est inutile de forger des malheureux pour l'avenir.  
Laissez ce soin aux sots bourgeois et aux luisants aristocrates.  Après nous la fin du monde!”  Lagail, Les 
Paradis charnels, 146. 
31 “[...] abaissement cynique de l'homme, ce roi des animaux [...]”  Alphonse Gallais, Amour morbide: Aux 
Griffes de Vénus, Mœurs de la Décadence Parisiennes (Paris: Jean Fort, 1912), 8-9. 
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full of patriarchal clichés about women, and begins with one in which Claude details his 
thought that “woman is an incomplete being, cerebrally, in the sense that she is always 
sick in the flesh [...] her brain cannot function regularly, because of the titillations and the 
fatal shocks to which she is periodically subject!  One must not, consequently, take her 
seriously.”32  Rather than being a critique of women’s liberation, however, the main 
argument of the book is to avoid tying oneself to such an irrational creature as woman.  
Claude, having been deceived by carnal desire, eventually marries a woman whose own 
desires range far beyond those proscribed by marriage.  Durtal’s wife, Marie, 
immediately declares her independence from her marriage vows and brings nothing but 
misery on her poor husband through constant infidelity, abandonment of their children, 
lesbian trysts, and even attacking Durtal with a knife.  Despite Durtal’s belief that 
Marie’s problems derive from her “hysteria” and her “special blood,” owing to the fact 
that Marie’s mother was quite old when she bore her (believed to be a common cause of 
hereditary atavism, according to medico-legal sciences), Durtal ultimately reaches the 
conclusion that marriage is good only for women, as he tells Marie: “You married me to 
become entirely free and to no longer be under the wing of your mother.  Your act was 
                                                
32 “La femme [...] est un être incomplet, en tant que cérébralité, en ce sense que, toujours malade, éternelle 
blessée de chair [...] sa cervelle ne peut fonctionner régulièrement, par suite des ébranlements et des 
secousses fatales auxquelles elle est périodiquement sujette!...Il ne faut pas, conséquemment, la prendre 
aux sérieux [...]”  Ibid., 11.  For an excellent account of the ways in which women tried to move beyond the 
domestic sphere in the fin-de-siècle, see Mary Louise Roberts, Disruptive Acts: The New Woman in Fin-de-
Siècle France (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002) and Debora Silverman, “The 'New Woman,' 
Feminism, and the Decorative Arts in Fin-de-Siècle France” in Eroticism and the Body Politic, ed. Lynn 
Hunt (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991).  For a broader treatment of feminism in the Third 
Republic, see Stephen Hause and Anne Kenney, Women's Suffrage and Social Politics in the French Third 
Republic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Laurence Klejman and Florence Rochefort, 
L'Égalité en marche: Le Féminisme sous la Troisième République (Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale 
des Sciences Politiques, 1989). 
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the child of a love for liberty and not the fact of empassioned sentiment.”33  Ultimately, 
the novel is a critique of the entire system of bourgeois marriage.  Whereas Marie is 
happily fulfilled by her numerous extramarital exploits, the faithful husband is left 
completely miserable.  Faced with a divorce in which his wife is threatening to take the 
children from him (despite the fact that she is clearly deranged, Durtal is told that the law 
clearly favors the mother), Durtal turns into a revolutionary advocate of “free love”: “One 
must, without delay, turn the social edifice upside down!  One must supplant with a 
single blow the antiquated institutions and, before all, demolish this sacrosanct joke: 
Marriage!”34  In public discourse, the medico-legal concept of sexuality may have 
reigned supreme; in the realm of private fantasy, the medico-legal, republican view of 
marriage was rejected and even became the stimulus for a revolutionary overthrow of 
bourgeois sexuality in its entirety. 
 Gallais was not the only one to feel this way.  Georges de Lesbos’ 1893 novel, 
Voluptés bizarres: Roman érotique [Bizarre Pleasures: An Erotic Novel], has a similar 
theme.  The main character is a woman, Hélène, who marries a man so ugly that he 
repulses her and cannot fulfill her sexual needs.  Having discovered this, Hélène runs 
away to have several affairs with men (among them an American trapeze artist who 
satisfies her needs with all of the new positions he can teach her, and two Russian men – 
Pinoskoff and Raoul Belverge – with whom she travels the continent), lesbian 
                                                
33 “Hystérique!”; “[...] un sang plutôt spécial [...]”; “Tu m'as épousé pour devenir entièrement libre et n'être 
pas plus sous la tutelle de ta mère: Ton acte fut le fils d'un amour de liberté et non le fait d'un sentiment 
passionnel.”  Ibid., 35; 41-42; 112. 
34 “Il faut chambarder sans retard l'édifice social!  Il faut supprimer d'un seul coup les institutions 
surannées, et, avant toute chose, démolir cette blague sacro-sainte: le Mariage!...”  Ibid., 205. 
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encounters, and anal sex with a former pederast.  Finally, the end of the novel portrays 
marriage as the place where sexual adventure goes to die: “She had drunk at the cup of 
pleasure and had nothing left to desire.  One winter’s day, she met at the Opera with her 
unfortunate husband.  [...] He pardoned Hélène, left with her to the provinces, and the 
former courtesan [...] once again she was fucked in the ass in the fields, skirts uplifted, 
buttocks to the wind, by her husband, the happiest of men.”35  In the narrative, it is only 
after having experienced wildly outlandish sexual pleasures beyond the confines of 
marriage that the wife can return to her husband; after having exhausted herself, it is only 
then that the faithful husband may have his own pleasure.  For pornographers of the belle 
époque, the standard for “normal” sexual behavior differed radically from that advocated 
by bourgeois legal medicine; for pornographers, normal sexual expression could only be 
achieved by avoiding the suffocating confines of everyday reality, the more spectacularly 
and outrageously the better. 
 What one sees in these narratives is that, despite the influential and pervasive 
presence of medico-legal concepts of deviance and sexuality, within the realm of sexual 
fantasy the internalization of the Panopticon was not completely unchallenged.  While it 
remains true, as Vernon Rosario states, that French doctors dominated the semiology of 
the erotic, the purpose and intent of this pathological-sexual semiology was altogether 
different and, at times, opposed to its use within the broader culture of fin-de-siècle 
                                                
35 “Elle avait bu à la coupe de toutes les voluptés et n'avait plus rien à désirer.  Un jour d'hiver, elle se 
recontre à l'Opéra avec son malheureux mari.  [...] Il pardonna sa femme, s'enfuit avec elle en province, et 
l'ancienne courtisane [...] se fait encore enculer dans les prés, jupes troussées, fesses aux vent, par son mari, 
le plus heureux des hommes.”  Georges de Lesbos (pseud.), Voluptés bizarres: Roman érotique 
(Amsterdam: n.p., 1893), 117. 
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France.  Rather than proscribe and marginalize deviant sexual acts, and sometimes 
deviance in general, the pornographic narrative adopted medico-legal tropes and concepts 
to liberate and celebrate depravity, creating an alternate world in which the deviant is 
truly free and the normal is stifled and oppressed.  In the interiorized realm of fantasy, the 
panoptic gaze provided a discourse that only encouraged the notion that, according to 
Gallais in Les Paradis charnels, “to fuck” is “the prince of verbs and the queen of 
occupations.”36 
 
III.  “AN AFFRONT TO EROS THE GREAT”: THE LIMITS OF SEXUAL FREEDOM AND THE RE-
ASSERTION OF THE PANOPTIC GAZE 
 
While clinical and journalistic approaches to sexuality within the pornographic 
narrative allowed a veritable freedom of sexual expression and sensationalization of 
sexual acts, this freedom, too, had its limits.  In as much as many of the pornographic 
works use medicine to normalize or excuse sexual behaviors that would ordinarily be 
considered contrary to bourgeois norms, there was also a clear stigmatization of other 
acts of sexual deviance that served to redraw the line between normal and deviant.  
Indeed, at the same time that Gallais was declaring in Les Paradis charnels that “to fuck” 
is “the prince of verbs and the queen of occupations,” he also counseled against certain 
perverse forms of sexual intercourse or expression that were clearly beyond the pale.  “To 
fuck” was the queen of occupations only in certain contexts. 
                                                
36 “BAISER! [...] C'est le prince des verbes et la reine des occupations.”  Gallais, Les Paradis charnels, 18. 
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 As mentioned above, Gallais advocated carnal pleasure against marriage and 
children; he was also careful to provide his eager libertine readers with standards.  Even 
sexual libertinism needed its rules.  In the preface to Les Paradis charnels, Gallais 
advises that, although “this book of hours of sexual prayers is complete in what concerns 
the ravishing union,” it is “in vain that one would search here for traces of raucous and 
purely vicious evocations of such cruel solitary pleasures: Onanism is an affront to Eros 
the Great, and it is entirely possible for every man to find a woman and every woman to 
discover a man!”37  He further goes on to state that, “One will not see here any ignoble 
trace of sapphic entanglements nor of pederastic stirrings, so dear to great women and 
decadents of the Wilde sort.”38  For Gallais, while heterosexual intercourse is to be 
practiced as freely and outrageously as possible, masturbation and homosexual activities 
are an affront to sexuality.  As with all proscriptions against certain behaviors, the 
prohibitions against solitary or non-heteronormative sex acts reinforces the notion of 
panopticism in the interior realm of fantasy.  Indeed, the medico-legal campaigns against 
masturbation, pederasty, and homosexuality are some of the most prominent and virulent 
aspects of medico-legal discourse in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.39  It 
is difficult to find a medico-legal treatise that does not include a large section on 
                                                
37 “[...] ce livre des prières sexuelles est complet en ce qui concerne l'union ravissante [...] c'est en vain 
qu'on y chercherait trace d'évoqués rauques et purement vicieux; ainsi que de plaisirs cruels et solitaires: 
l'Onanisme est un affront à Éros le Grand, et chacun paut aussi facilement trouver sa chacune que chacune 
se découvrir un chacun!”  Ibid., iii. 
38 “Point on ne verra ici la marque ignoble des enlacements saphiques ni des grouillements pédérastiques, 
chers aux grandes dames et aux Wilde décadents.”  Ibid., iv. 
39 For a brief but comprehensive account of “perversion” in European law, see Flora Leroy-Forgeot, 
Histoire juridique de l'homosexualité en Europe (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1997).  For an in-
depth treatment of the policing of masturbation and its significance in modern society, see Thomas W. 
Laqueur, Solitary Sex: A Cultural History of Masturbation (New York: Zone Books, 2003). 
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“pederasty” or “sexual inversion.”  Tardieu’s Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux 
mœurs describes the “shameful vice for which modern languages do not have a name 
[...].”40  Lacassagne’s Précis de médecine judiciaire presents an anecdote in which a 
young man commits murder and believes his best chance of an acquittal is to mutilate his 
anus to convince the police that he murdered so as to avoid homosexual rape, since no 
jury would convict him for protecting himself from such a heinous predator.41  Even 
Charcot, whose attitude toward homosexuality was tempered by his belief in organic 
psychological motives, believed that sexual inversion went beyond any other perversion 
or abnormality he studied: “[N]euro-pathological tendencies often show themselves by 
convulsive crises that seem to come from a hysterical origin, and are favorably amended 
by potassium bromide.  One can see that the instinctive perversion that here occupies us 
[sexual inversion] is but the prominent manifestation of a much deeper psycho-
pathological state.”42  For some of the authors, moreoever, male homosexuality is not 
only perverse in itself, but also a threat to the broader community.  Tardieu emphasizes 
the point by continually pointing out the association between homosexuality and 
criminality.  Quoting a local juge d’instruction, Tardieu emphasizes that “‘One can say 
that in Paris pederasty is the school which molds the most able and audacious 
                                                
40 “Le vice honteux pour lequel les langues modernes n'ont pas de nom [...]”  Tardieu, Étude médico-légale 
sur les attentats aux mœurs, 198. 
41 A. Lacassagne, Précis de médecine judiciaire (Paris: Imprimerie A. Lahure, 1886), 484. 
42 “[...] les tendances névropathiques s'affirment par des crises convulsives qui semblent tenir de l'hystérie, 
quoique très favorablement amendées par le bromure de potassium.  On le voit, la perversion instinctive qui 
nous occupe n'est qu'un manifestation saillante d'un état psychopathique beaucoup plus profond.”  Jean-
Martin Charcot and Victor Magnan, Inversion du sens génital et autres perversions sexuelles (Paris: 
Bureaux du Progrès Médical, 1883), 14. 
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criminals.’”43  Indeed, it was the repulsive nature of homosexuality that lent authority to 
Tardieu’s investigations.  As has been shown above, medico-legists emphasized that they 
were only reporting the naked facts.  The fact that Tardieu addresses the subject at all is 
used to show his credibility in matters of science, medicine, and criminality (despite the 
fact that many of his contemporaries apparently had the same idea): “The shadow that 
envelopes these facts, the shame and the disgust that they inspire, have always distanced 
the eyes of the observers from them; and one must not expect to find in these authors the 
facts necessary for the solution to the problems of legal medicine that raise the question 
of pederasty.”44  For Tardieu, as for many, male homosexuality was the ultimate 
expression of the social and cultural degeneration of modern French society, and French 
writers of the period appropriated the figure of the pederast as a means of delineating 
normal and deviant behavior.45  In their adoption of this trope, however, their purpose is 
not necessarily to increase the level of social control levied by the medico-legal 
Panopticon; rather, by proscribing only those acts deemed “unnatural,” the issue of sexual 
freedom within the realm of the “natural” becomes normalized, thus setting the bar for 
social control of deviant acts much higher. 
 One of the most striking examples of such use is in Gallais’ Amours d’apaches.  
In the novel, in which all of the major characters are involved in deviant sexual or 
                                                
43 “'On peut dire que dans Paris la pédérastie est l'école à laquelle se forment les plus habiles et les plus 
audacieux criminels.'“  Tardieu, Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux mœurs, 195. 
44 “L'ombre qui enveloppe ces faits, la honte et le dégoût qu'ils inspirent, en ont, de tout temps, éloigné les 
regards des observateurs; et l'on ne doit pas s'attendre à trouver dans les auteurs les données nécessaires à la 
solution des problèmes de médecine légale que soulève la pédérastie.”  Ibid., 195. 
45 Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France, especially chapter 6; George L. Mosse, 
The Image of Man: The Creation of Modern Masculinity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
chapter 5; Nationalism and Sexuality: Respectability & Abnormal Sexuality in Modern Europe (New York: 
Howard Fertig, 1985), chapter 2. 
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criminal activities without reprobation, Gallais uses lesbianism as a trope for 
degeneration and destruction beyond the scope of the other “normal” criminal activities 
presented in the narrative.  Several of the prostitutes in Gaston Monichard’s whorehouse, 
for example, engage in lesbian activity in addition to their professional heterosexual 
engagements.  Such relationships, unlike the debauched cavorting of Monichard himself, 
the numerous extra-marital adventures of several characters, or the wanton promiscuity of 
any heterosexual character, are frequently objects of derision or destruction.  Two of 
Monichard’s prostitutes, Julia and Mignonne, become lovers, and the effects of their 
unnatural vices take their toll on the women’s minds and bodies:  
“Julia [...] had this in common with all the women who sacrifice with the cult of 
Sappho, she was possessed of a terrible jealousy and, in her anger, she no longer 
knew anything except enraged hate that pushed her to deplorable exactions and to 
acts of derangement, of which we will not insist on speaking, recognizing the respect 
that we owe to our readers [...].”46 
 
As regards Mignonne, “Her lesbian love predisposed her to melancholy, and she cried 
more often than anyone else [...].”47  Both girls fall in love with one of the new 
prostitutes, Claire, in what Gallais explains will bring about such lesbian jealousy 
“annihilating forever more the much-vaunted prestige of the debauched soirées of the Big 
Seven [Monichard’s criminal organization].”48  Mignonne and Claire eventually start a 
                                                
46 “Julia [...] avait cela de commun avec toutes les femmes qui sacrifient au culte de Sapho, qu'elle était 
d'une jalousie terrible et que, dans sa colère, elle ne connaissait plus rien, sauf la haine enragée, qui la 
poussait alors aux pires exactions et à des actes de dérèglements sur lesquels nous croyons de notre devoir 
de ne pas insister, connaissant le respect que nous devons à nos lecteurs [...]”  Gallais, Amours d’apaches, 
69. 
47 “Son amour lesbienne la prédispose à la mélancolie et elle pleure plus souvent qu'à son tour [...]”  Ibid., 
72. 
48 “[...] anéantissant à jamais le prestige tant vanté des soirées de débauche au Grand Sept.”  Ibid., 67. 
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lesbian relationship in which the voracity of Mignonne’s sexual appetites caused her to 
eat “like three ogres, and despite this, she continued to waste away [...].  Those who saw 
her one month later [...] hesitated to recognize her as her bizarre passions exercised their 
ravages upon her person.”49  Julia’s jealousy of Claire and Mignonne, as well as the 
exhaustive nature of Claire and Mignonne’s sexual liaison, cause the brothel to fail, and 
ultimately will lead Julia (“la lesbienne toisonnée de jais”) to murder Mignonne “with 
furious dementia.”50  This meme is recurrent in other contemporary works, as well.  In 
Amour morbide, part of Marie’s downfall is her introduction to lesbianism.  While at 
work one night, Marie’s boss’ wife plies her with alcohol and seduces her, at which point 
Marie’s boss blackmails Marie into becoming his personal sex slave, thus ensuring her 
further debasement.51  In all such instances, the introduction of the characters to 
“unnatural” lesbian activities precipitates their downfall, thus reinforcing the medico-
legal proscription against homosexuality, while at the same time normalizing all of the 
other debaucheries present in these works. 
 Furthermore, while degenerate mental states liberated characters like Régine in La 
Femme aux chiens or any of the women from Enfilade de perles, the combined presence 
of mental instability and homosexuality created monsters of sexual deviance.  The most 
stunning example of such tropes is “S.P.H., Gendelettre gascon’s,” Lesbia, Maîtresse 
d’École [Lesbia, School Mistress] (1890), a novel involving an all-girls school under the 
direction of Madame Lesbia Chattemite.  A stunning woman, the most notable aspect of 
                                                
49 “[...] comme trois ogres et malgré cela maigrissait [...] Ceux qui l'avaient vue un mois auparavant [...] 
hésitaient à la reconnaître tant la passion louche exerçait de ravages sur sa personne.”  Ibid.,106. 
50 “[...] de furieuse démence!”  Ibid., 122. 
51 Gallais, Amour morbide, 67-71. 
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Lesbia’s character is not only the fact that she is a lesbian, but rather that her lesbianism 
is a pretext for her extreme sadism.  Lesbia is frequently described as enjoying her 
disciplinary duties, as the narrator witnesses: “It seemed to me that while [Lesbia] 
slapped the students, then applied the cane, her eyes shone with an unusual light.”52  
Under her stewardship, the school serves as Lesbia’s sexual hunting ground; any 
schoolgirl that Lesbia desires is spared the rod if the student submits to her sexually.  
Through seduction or coercion, Lesbia’s lovers usually become her acolytes and are 
encouraged to report rule breakers to the headmistress, which they often do with 
vehemence to remain in Lesbia’s good graces.  After a particularly difficult “conversion,” 
the student in question, Eva, is described as being a “new recruit, the conquest of whom 
clung to her heart, from the day she converted to the cult of Lesbos, became the craziest 
and the most ardent of our initiates.”53 
 The cycle of the lesbian “disease” continues, as the older girls molest the younger 
ones until the school dormitories erupt in a lesbian orgy.  Ultimately, Lesbia is punished 
for her perversion and her corrupting influence on the innocent.  After a student receives 
a particularly harsh beating, she explains the details of what goes on at the school, and 
Lesbia flees the wrath of “certain irritated parents, who spoke of lynching her.”54  Sex, 
then – even spectacularly deviant sex – is vindicated, so long as the lines represented by 
Lesbia’s character are not crossed.  Nor is Lesbia the only narrative in which the lines of 
                                                
52 “Il me sembla que pendant qu'elle appliquait le gifle, puis le coup de férule, ses yeux brillaient d'un éclat 
inaccoutumé.”  S.P.H., Gendelettre gascon (pseud.), Lesbia, Maîtresse d'École (Paris: n.p., 1890), 11. 
53 “[...] dont la conquête lui tenait tant au cœur, du jour où elle fut convertie au culte de Lesbos, devint la 
plus folle et la plus ardente de nos initiées.”  Ibid., 150-151. 
54 “[...] certains parents irrités, qui parlaient de la lyncher.”  Ibid., 170. 
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deviance are further redefined.  Several novels in the “schoolgirl genre” employ similar 
methods of getting this point across.  In Tap-Tap’s La Chute des Vierges [The Fall of the 
Virgins] (1907), the corrupting influence is the headmistress, Miss Sticker, who actually 
turns out to be a man posing as a woman in order to prey on the young girls; in Le 
Nismois’ Monsieur Julie, Maîtresse de Pension [Mr. Julie, Boarding School Mistress] 
(1900), the polluting factor is the emasculated husband of the school’s headmistress, 
whom the students have affectionately named “Mister Julie.”55  Whether the corrupting 
element is a sadistic lesbian, a cross-dressing male with a penchant for young girls, or an 
emasculated businessman who has sex with young girls to replace his lost sexual prowess 
where his wife is concerned, the message remains the same – sex can be debauched, 
deviant, and enjoyable, but order must be maintained by setting clear limits. 
 
IV.  HOMOSEXUAL PORNOGRAPHY AND THE REJECTION OF ABJECTION 
The heterosexual fantasies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
were not the only ones subject to the influence and oversight (or lack thereof) of the 
medico-legal Panopticon.  While homosexuality was often used in heterosexual 
pornography to demarcate the line between sexual freedom and sexual anarchy, explicitly 
homosexual pornography takes a different approach.  Unlike heterosexual pornography 
that employed contemporary medico-legal tropes to transgress accepted boundaries of 
sexual behavior, homosexual pornography adhered more strictly to the understanding of 
                                                
55 Tap-Tap (pseud.), La Chute des Vierges (Paris: Société Nouvelle Firmin-Didot, 1997 [orig. pub. 1907]); 
Le Nismois (pseud.), Monsieur Julie, Maîtresse de Pension (Paris: n.p., 1900). 
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sexuality presented by medico-legal thought by adopting the tropes of medico-legal 
treatises to explain or symbolize deviant behaviors.  The definition of deviant behavior in 
such narratives, however, changes radically from that defined in the texts of legal 
medicine.  While heterosexual pornography used homosexuality to stand in for true 
physical, mental, or moral degeneration (as opposed to the celebration of human sexuality 
represented by the likes of Gaston Monichard or Régine and her dogs), homosexual 
pornography used medico-legal tropes to define and, in turn, “normalize” non-
heteronormative sexual expression.  In the homosexual pornographic fantasy, country 
living breeds healthy young men that engage in same-sex erotic activity; homosexual 
activity can blur gender boundaries while recognizing that the relationships thereby 
produced can be healthier than truly heterosexual relationships; masculinity can be an 
indicator of true virility, but masculinity in itself is not necessarily a virtue.  In every 
instance, the homosexual pornographer adopts standard lines of thought from 
contemporary medico-legal theory, examines them, and subjects them to such scrutiny as 
to reject the abjection to which homosexuality was relegated. 
Explicitly homosexual pornography from the period is rare (and explicitly lesbian 
pornography even rarer), but in two prominent examples – Pédérastie Active [Active 
Pederasty] (1907) and Pédérastie Passive: Mémoires d’un enculé [Passive Pederasty: 
Mémoires of a Fucked Boy] (1911) – the use of the urban/rural dichotomy serves as a 
standard trope for “deviant” and “normal,” as one might find in any contemporary 
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medico-legal text as discussed in chapter one.56  The difference, however, is that while 
most French medico-legists would classify all homosexual activities as deviant, the 
pornographic works use the language of legal medicine to differentiate between “true” 
deviants, and those who practice a healthy form of same-sex attraction.  By beginning 
both of the narratives in the bucolic, healthy atmosphere of the French countryside, the 
authors indicate not only that homosexuality was not strictly limited to those suffering 
from the excesses and degenerative aspects of urban life, but that it was, for a notable 
number of people, completely natural.  The characters are frequently described as robust 
                                                
56 Alphonse Gallais’ one foray into homosexual pornography was not entirely different from his 
heterosexual works, shocking rather than titillating his audience, and furthering his indictment of acts he 
deemed an “affront to Eros.”  The work in question, Les Mémoires du Baron Jacques: Lubricités infernales 
de la noblesse décadente [The Mémoires of Baron Jacques: Infernal Lechery of the Decadent Nobility] 
(1904), is a fictional diary of Jacques d’Adelswärd-Fersen, a member of the Parisian aristocracy.  In 1903, 
Adelswärd-Fersen was accused of holding Black Masses in a Paris hotel, in which he allegedly used 
pederasty as a means of satanic worship.  The accusations were never proven substantially, and may have 
been confused with Adelswärd-Fersen’s admiration and advocacy for a return to Greek pederasty as a noble 
form of male bonding.  The accusation and trial of the baron was a minor scandal in Paris, eventually 
ending in Adelswärd-Fersen’s imprisonment and ultimate exile on the island of Capri.  Although it is clear 
that Gallais adapted Adelswärd-Fersen’s story because of its spectacular and highly publicized nature, Les 
Mémoires du Baron Jacques does not serve as an indictment of homosexuality in itself, but rather as an 
indictment of the degeneration of the upper classes.  Gallais, in other words, used the public’s taste for 
sensational stories to promulgate an idea of deviance based on class rather than pathology.  On the novel’s 
first page, for example, Gallais’ Baron Jacques states, “I was born in the bosom of a rich family, very rich 
and even more noble.  It is because of my excessive wealth that I was lost [Je suis né dans le sein d'une 
famille riche, très riche et de plus noble.  C'est ma richesse trop grande qui m'a perdu.].”  What follows is a 
tale of Jacques’ introduction to sexual debauchery by his mother, and because of this, he treads a path of 
wanton promiscuity and amorality that includes, but is not limited to, pederasty.  In Gallais’ narrative, as in 
many others, Jacques’ homosexual acts are but a minor aspect of the total spectacle of his deviance and 
serves as a conduit through which the reader is brought to ever more spectacular acts of debauchery.  
Again, Gallais’ indictment is not solely of homosexuality, as it is certainly the least of Jacques’ crimes 
(indeed, one entry in the “diary” from February 23, 1903, states simply “Louis [Jacques’ lover] and I have 
just anally fucked a dead dog and a dead woman. [Louis et moi venons d'enculer un chien mort puis une 
femme morte.]”), but rather criticizes a segment of society that allegedly encourages such acts. As Baron 
Jacques states, the only way he is allowed to get away with any of this is because “we are rich, and justice 
only fights the poor [...] [nous sommes riches, la justice ne combat que le pauvre].”  A.-S. Lagail (pseud.), 
Les Mémoires du Baron Jacques: Lubricités infernales de la noblesse décadente in Dossier Jacques 
d'Adelswärd-Fersen, ed. Patrick Cardon (Lille: Cahiers GKC, 1993 [orig. pub. 1904]), 89; 127; 106. 
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young countrymen or farm-boys with healthy sexual appetites.  For example, in 
Pédérastie Active, the young military serviceman Thomas (who later goes on to describe 
his sexual adventures with his military confrères) is described as a “splendid boy of 
twenty-two years, that one around here would call a strong farm-boy, a muscular 
Beauceron, doubling as a handsome dragoon of the 16e” invested with a sense of 
“instinctive decency.”57  Similarly, in Pédérastie Passive, the young protagonist, who 
would later become the sexual dévoté of his parochial school instructor, Frère Léonce, 
“was already [at age twelve] promising to be a vigorous man of strong constitution,” who 
engaged in nature hikes with older boys “to fortify [himself] and avoid the diseases of 
belief inherent to childhood.”58  In the preceding images, the medico-legal tropes 
concerning the healthy consequences of country living are apparent.  Equally clearly, 
however, the images differ significantly from belle époque representations of (male) 
homosexuality.  The homosexuals presented in the text are not limp-wristed inverts 
exhibiting effeminate mannerisms and female secondary sex characteristics while 
possessing male genitalia; they are strong, virile, robust boys who happen to enjoy sex 
with other men.59  In each case, the country living and upbringing is not a recipe for 
heterosexuality and other normative types of behavior, but rather the background against 
                                                
57 “[...] pudeur instinctive [...]”  P.-D. Rast (pseud.), Pédérastie Active (Lille: Cahiers GKC, 1997 [orig. 
pub. 1907]), 35. 
58 “[...] promettais déjà d'être un homme vigoureux et de forte corpulence [...]”; “[...] me fortifier et éviter 
les maladies de croissance inhérentes à l'enfance [...]”  L.B. (pseud.), Pédérastie Passive: Mémoires d'un 
enculé (Lille: Cahiers GKC, 2000 [orig. pub. 1911]), 12. 
59 One of the more prominent proponents of the theory of inversion was Jean-Martin Charcot in Inversion 
du sens génital, cited above.  For a treatment of male inversion as a function of class and gender hysteria in 
the late nineteenth century, see Vernon A. Rosario II's excellent article, “Pointy Penises, Fashion Crimes, 
and Hysterical Mollies: The Pederasts' Inversions,” in Homosexuality in Modern France, eds. Jeffrey 
Merrick and Bryant T. Ragan, Jr. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 
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which the reader can conceive of homosexuality as natural and healthy – completely in 
line with contemporary medico-legal thought. 
Photographic pornography emphasizes similar themes.  As with heterosexual 
pornographic photographs, homosexual photographs were presented in a series depicting 
the same models in various poses in an apparent story line.  Unlike heterosexual 
pornography, however, homosexual photograph sets eschew overtly spectacular or 
forbidden sexuality, aside from the same-sex coitus.  In the photographs, there are no 
carnival workers and no criminals, but respectable bourgeois men in suits and lavishly 
decorated home settings (see Figure 9); farm workers frolicking in the hay (see Figure 
10); and in the series “Les Pédérastes [The Pederasts],” sailors enjoying a tryst on deck of 
the ship (see Figure 11).  In each instance, the forbidden and dangerous nature of 
homosexuality is replaced with an alternate narrative of respectability, virility, 
masculinity, and the idea of male same-sex sexuality as being natural. 
Despite a preponderance of representations of male homosexuals as masculine 
and natural, the prevalent conception of homosexuals as effeminate is not entirely absent 
from homosexual pornographic narratives.  Nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
medico-legists were intimately involved in the project of what Lee Edelman has called 
“homographesis,” that is, that homosexuality is  “differentially conceptualized by a 
heterosexual culture as something legibly written on the body” and therefore can be 
controlled as a “secondary, sterile, and parasitic form of social representation” that 
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establishes heterosexual dominance.60  The adoption of such a discourse on the part of 
homosexual pornographers, however, was nuanced so as to allow a small space for 
normative, non-deviant homosexual relations.  In such instances, heterosexual dominance 
is never assured and, in some cases, depicted as more deviant than the homosexual 
relationships described.  Echoing medico-legal discourse concerning “passive” 
homosexuals, the protagonist of Pédérastie Passive, for example, develops feminine 
physical characteristics due to his acquired love of being anally penetrated.  After having 
been sodomized by several of his teachers and his entire dormitory, the protagonist 
examines himself and states, “my tits were capped with a pretty pink tip” and in 
examining his anus describes that “all of the folds, that ordinarily would embrace the 
orifice, had disappeared; the skin, pink and smooth, formed a veritable funnel [...].  The 
general sense [...] was truly one of a woman’s cunt.”61  Toward the end of the novel, the 
protagonist fully accepts that, “In a word, there are moments where I ask myself if I am 
not really a woman […].  I have wanted to write this book to try to re-enter my true 
role.”62  While the quoted words would seem to indicate that “passive” homosexuals did, 
indeed, adhere to the medico-legal conventions concerning their sexuality by identifying 
with their “inner woman,” the narrative adds an interesting twist.  Despite the 
protagonist’s acquisition of a vaginal orifice, he boldly declares that he cannot “re-enter 
his true role” because to do so would be to give up anal sex.  As the narrator describes, “I 
                                                
60 Lee Edelman, “Homographesis” in Homographesis: Essays in Gay Literary and Cultural Theory (New 
York: Routledge, 1994), 9. 
61 “L'aspect général [...] représentait un véritable con de femme.”  L.B., Pédérastie Passive, 62. 
62 “En un mot, il y a des moments où je me demande si réellement je ne suis pas une femme [...] j'ai voulu 
écrire ce livre pour essayer de rentrer dans mon véritable rôle.”  Ibid., 78. 
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have lived as an enculé up until now; as an enculé I will terminate my existence, and that 
is for the greatest pleasure of [my lover]… And myself!”63  Rather than an ignominious 
end, as so many other homosexual characters in fin-de-siècle pornography, the narrator of 
Pédérastie Passive chooses life as a woman, so long as he doesn’t have to give up anal 
sex, ending his memoir with a declaration of love for his lover. 
Similarly, in Pédérastie Active, the main characters are almost always depicted as 
virile, masculine men.  Such depictions might appear to be consonant with contemporary 
medico-legal theory: “active” homosexuals are masculine, while “passive” ones are 
feminine.  As seen above in the case of the “passive” homosexual, however, such 
categorization and identification is not without nuance.  In Pédérastie Active, while none 
of the masculine country-bred characters undergo a gender transformation akin to the one 
just described, it is an excess of masculinity that defines the truly deviant.  Over the 
course of the narrative, most of the sexual encounters are described as tender, affectionate 
experiences similar to the “Greek love” later espoused by André Gide.  After one 
encounter, the narrator says, “In the blink of an eye, we both put our pants back on; one 
last embrace of penetrating tongues, a toast of champagne to the secret of our encounter, 
to the perennial nature of our love,” and his lover leaves him for another day.64  In direct 
                                                
63 “En enculé j'ai vécu jusqu'à ce jour; en enculé je terminerai mon existence, et cela pour notre plus grand 
plaisir, à de R... Et a moi!”  Ibid., 78.  While the word enculé can be literally translated as a male who has 
been anally penetrated, the intended use of the word in the original French is to denote a specific category 
of individual identity rather than one who has merely performed this singular sexual act.  A man who has 
been anally raped, for example, would not identify as an enculé; a man who engages in receptive anal sex 
for pleasure, however, would so identify.  To maintain this sense of the word, I have left it untranslated. 
64 “En un clin d'œil, nous voilà tous les deux reculottés; une dernière embrassade à langues pénétrantes, une 
coupe de champagne au secret de notre entrevue, à la pérennité de nos amours [...]”  Rast, Pédérastie 
Active, 17. 
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contrast, however, the narrator later has another sexual encounter with a group of rootless 
migrant workers that turns violent. 
Like the main characters of the story, the migrants are described as ruggedly 
masculine and virile; however, it is from an excess of this masculinity that the problems 
of the sexual encounter arise.  Unlike the pastoral beauty of the country-bred young 
lovers, the migrants are described as “solid guys, two vigorous males, with strong limbs, 
athletic bone structure, and bestial faces!”65  Again, the country setting has a part to play 
– while the inhabitants of the countryside are healthy and cherubic, the rootless migrants 
are rugged and bestial.  As is often the case in these stories, the men are not “by nature” 
homosexuals, but rather came by the pleasures of same-sex sexuality because of the 
nature of their work.  Traveling around the country in search of work, they frequently 
find themselves without women as a sexual outlet, turning to abusing other men for the 
purposes of releasing sexual energy. 
In fact, as the narrator describes, the excessively masculine men had tasted every 
sexual experience available to them: “And the narration of their debaucheries continued; 
they had really done everything, from the rape of young girls and old women, to fucking 
small boys and sodomizing mature men, more than once they had even tasted the 
horrifying pleasure of bestiality!”66  After a sexual encounter that amounted to a sadistic 
rape involving the narrator’s complete degradation, the two “good-for-nothings” 
                                                
65 “[...] deux solides gaillards, deux mâles vigoureux, fortement membrés, à l'ossature athlétique, à la face 
bestiale!”  Ibid., 29. 
66 “Et la narration continuait de leur cochonneries; ils avaient vraiment tout fait, depuis le viol des petites 
filles et des vieilles femmes, jusqu'à l'enculage des petits garçons et la sodomie des hommes mûrs, ils 
avaient plus d'une fois goûté même l'épouvantable jouissance de la bestialité!”  Ibid., 30. 
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departed.67  Ruminating on his experience, the narrator states, “I was reflecting on the 
degree of abjection to which I had fallen that night.  Horror!  With migrants! [...] More 
than once since then it has occurred to me to regret them, in reliving in my memory all 
the horrors that they had inflicted on me during that beautiful night.”68  Unlike his 
previous encounters, which had left him with a sense of affection and sexual fulfillment, 
the brutal nature of the encounter with the migrants left him regretful and degraded.  His 
emphasis on the fact that the men were migrant workers suggests more than disgust at his 
own degradation, but at the fact that his degradation came at the hands of rootless 
vagabonds and bestial degenerates, as well. 
The narrator’s description is significant in that it is not same-sex sexuality that is 
deviant, but, rather, the brutal nature of the encounter and the social class of the people 
that were involved.  The bounds of “normal” and “deviant” sexuality, in other words, 
move beyond heteronormative gender roles and the subsequent abjection of the 
homosexual.  By describing the encounter with the migrants negatively against the 
overwhelmingly positive representation of normal same-sex encounters throughout the 
narrative, the work serves to move the boundary of the abject into the realm of sadism, 
therefore linking it with other brutal crimes.  Indeed, throughout the narrative involving 
the migrants, the sex acts performed on the narrator are frequently described as “crimes,” 
“assaults,” and “depravities.”69  Nor is heterosexuality depicted as the only salvation for 
                                                
67 “[...] vauriens [...]”  Ibid., 32. 
68 “[...] je réfléchissais au degré d'abjection où j'étais tombé ce soir-là.  Horreur!  avec des trimards! [...] 
Plus d'une fois, depuis, il m'est arrivé de les regretter, en revivant par le souvenir toutes les horreurs qu'ils 
m'infligèrent en cette bienheureuse nuit.”  Ibid., 34. 
69 Ibid., 32-34. 
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such depravity.  The only heterosexual relationship in the novel is the young 
protagonist’s sexual awakening – at the hands of his own mother.  Indeed, the only 
relationship that is not somehow drastically flawed is the main character’s relationship 
with his homosexual partners. 
In each of the instances mentioned above, the contemporary medico-legal tropes 
of sexuality do, indeed, inform the ways in which sexuality is classified as either 
“deviant” or “normal.”  It is not always in the ways intended or suggested by legal 
medicine, however.  In each case, the values espoused by the medico-legal establishment 
are turned around so as to proscribe those actions that legal medicine would deem 
“normal” and to remove the “deviant” from the realm of the abject.  In contrast with the 
prevalent concept of inverts as effeminate urban dwellers, the inverts in fin-de-siècle 
homosexual pornography are rugged, healthy, masculine boys at home in the French 
countryside.  Whereas legal medicine marked physical abnormality as markers of 
degeneration, homosexual pornography appropriated it and used it to validate 
homosexual relationships.  And, in contrast to the loving same-sex relationships depicted, 
the alternatives are vilified in the cruelty of hyper-masculine aggression and abusive 
heterosexual relationships.  Within the realm of sexual fantasy, the abject homosexual 
reviews the viewer, and uses the viewer’s own standards to redefine the boundaries of 
normalcy and abjection. 
 
V. CONCLUSION 
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 The 1903 pornographic poem, “La Confession d’un pot-de-chambre [The 
Confession of a Chamber Pot],” is a bawdy rhyme narrated by the titular chamber pot as 
it tells of all of the wondrous sights it has observed throughout its time in Madame’s 
bedchamber.  From its vantage point, the chamber pot recounts a veritable carnival of 
sexual exploits taking place before its very “eye,” only to have its free entertainment 
abruptly ended by Madame’s sister’s apparently sizeable posterior.  With dramatic flair, 
after having been mortally wounded by the “assassin’s rump,” the chamber pot bids the 
world a fond adieu, lamenting the loss of entertainment it had received by watching the 
world’s penises and vaginas, by watching people as they excreted, as they had sex, or as 
they fell ill.  As the chamber pot explains, a “blind” chamber pot is of no use to anyone, 
and so it will join the rest of humanity in the great democracy of the trash-heap: “I go 
where kings, the poor, the rich, and mackerel go: / And now!...blind chamber pot:  To the 
tomb!”70 
 The tale of the chamber pot is something of a morality tale.  The chamber pot 
serves as a narrative device through which to recount some of the most private and 
intimate details of a life, offering an unfettered view into the bedrooms of French society.  
Despite viewing every debauched act known to humanity, the chamber pot does not 
proscribe, moralize, or privilege certain acts over others, but rather appreciates everything 
as some of the most enjoyable pleasures to be had – reinforced by the chamber pot’s own 
observation that, deviant or no, in the end we all end up in the metaphorical trash heap.  
                                                
70 “Je vais où vont: rois, pauvre, et riche et maquereau: 
     En avant!...pot-de-chambre aveugle: Au tombereau!...”  A.-S. Lagail (pseud.), La Confession d'un pot-
de-chambre (Priapeville [n.p.]: Librairie Galante, 1903), 9. 
 232 
For the chamber pot, as for the reader, appropriate sexual behavior was not defined by its 
place within a canon of legally and medically approved sex acts.  Instead, pornographic 
authors of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries embedded their fantastical 
sexual adventures within a contemporary cultural framework of institutionally-defined 
behaviors only to use those tropes and definitions as a means of subverting the dominant 
understanding of acceptable behavior and to re-negotiate the borders between normal and 
deviant in service of the pornographic aim. 
Like looking through the “eye” of the chamber pot in “La Confession,” 
pornographic narratives are glimpses into the private fantasies of an increasingly public 
urban society, and as such, can provide a sense of the degree to which the medico-legal 
Panopticon – and, indeed, the idea of the panoptic society as a whole – was internalized 
beyond the direct view of the panoptic machine and medico-legal authority.  As a result, 
the investigation of these private fantasies presents us with a very small space between 
what Steven Marcus has called “pornotopia” and Foucault’s assertion of the role of 
medico-legal discourse in defining abjection.  Marcus writes in The Other Victorians that 
pornographic fantasies and impulses are trans-historical, and as such, the pornographic 
narrative inhabits a place that Marcus calls “pornotopia” – that is, an ideal place, in which 
the circumstances of the pornographic tale “may be said largely to exist at no place, and 
to take place in nowhere.”71  For Marcus, in a pornotopia, the characters are largely 
indifferent to their surroundings, to time, and even to their interpersonal relationships.  In 
                                                
71 Steven Marcus, The Other Victorians: A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth-Century 
England (New York: Basic Books, 1966), 268. 
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a pornotopia, the sole fact of existence is sex.  It is precisely this that explains why, as 
Marcus claims, in the late nineteenth century pornography is particularly important.  For 
Marcus, the more the official establishment said “no” to sexuality, the more pornography 
became the inverse image of a hypocritical society.  As Marcus states, “It was a situation 
of unbearable contradiction.”72  Foucault would later amend Marcus’ observations by 
stating that the “repression” of official institutions was actually a form of open discussion 
of sexuality, albeit through the channels of official power and discipline.73  The essential 
point remains the same, however – for Marcus, sex and institutions like legal medicine 
were diametrically opposed, and for Foucault, they were intertwined within the 
nineteenth century movement toward discipline and control. 
 What the examination of pornographic narratives has shown here is something 
rather different.  In many of the narratives, the sexual excesses that the characters reach 
are impossible without an ideological underpinning based in medico-legal thought.  
Where Foucault argues that legal medicine stigmatized and controlled sexual identity, the 
narratives use legal medicine to subvert or move the boundaries of proscription against 
“deviant” acts.  As much as Marcus would argue that the two were in constant ideological 
combat with each other, it is impossible to imagine the sexual freedom envisaged by 
these pornographic authors without a contemporary discourse of law, medicine, and 
spectacular fantasy.  Of course, the sexual imagination depicted in pornographic 
narratives need not necessarily translate into action, and should not be read as such.  
                                                
72 Ibid., 284. 
73 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I, 17-35. 
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What it does show us is that the consumer, broadly defined, was capable of moving 
between the center and the margins on their own terms, and did not blindly or 
unquestioningly accept the behavioral rubric of the medico-legal establishment. 
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CHAPTER V 
 
PERFORMING DEVIANCE: THE THÉÂTRE DU GRAND GUIGNOL, 1887-1914 
 
 
I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 Tucked into a tiny impasse off the rue Chaptal in the Montmartre section of Paris, 
the Théâtre du Grand Guignol entertained audiences with its depiction of gruesome 
spectacle and horrifying drama from the late nineteenth century well into the twentieth.  
Paris’ smallest theater was home to an entirely new genre of theatrical performance that 
glorified the underbelly of human society and exploited humanity’s criminal tendencies 
for profit.  As much as the Grand Guignol advertised itself as a “literary theater” that 
purveyed the finest in intellectual and cultural advancement, the audiences of the Grand 
Guignol flocked from all segments of society to witness the crudest elements of French 
society as they performed deviance center stage.  Drawn by posters depicting gruesome 
beheadings, torture sessions, and madmen gone amok, there is no doubt that the 
remarkable success the Grand Guignol enjoyed adopted the very prevalent use of 
criminal and psychological debauchery to draw a crowd.  At the Grand Guignol, the 
spectacle was the deviant, and Parisian society flocked to see it in its entire unvarnished 
splendor. 
 Throughout the Grand Guignol’s early years, two cartoons repeatedly graced the 
pages of playbills and advertisements.  In one of the cartoons, several shirtless men stand 
in line for a physical examination before entering the Grand Guignol, underneath a posted 
police ordinance that presumably demands such examinations for the maintenance of 
public health (see Figure 12).  In the second cartoon, a woman has fainted during a 
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performance of La Dernière Torture [The Last Torture] (1904), while the theater’s 
proprietor, Max Maurey, looks on (see Figure 13).  The caption below plays on the well-
known fact that Maurey had hired a staff physician to attend to audience members that 
could not physically handle the sight of the grotesqueries on stage.  The caption reads as 
follows: 
“—The in-house doctor is not here? 
– But Monsieur, he has fainted…like everybody else!”1 
 
Taken together, the two images represent the reality of the public exhibition of deviance 
engendered by the collision of the medico-legal professions with emerging urban 
boulevard culture:  on the one hand, the institutional approach to deviance was charged 
with maintaining and policing the public health; on the other hand, the emergence of such 
an approach that coincides with a move toward greater public participation reveals the 
inability of such an institution to maintain a position of authority in the emerging 
republican society of the Third Republic.  In one cartoon, the power of the state and of 
medico-legal institutions is upheld as the regulatory force that both defines and polices 
public health.  In the second cartoon, the latter position is subverted, as even the doctor 
charged with maintenance is undone by the subject of his own authoritative gaze, and the 
only one left standing is the merchant, the facilitator of the urban flâneur. 
 In many ways, the theatrical representation of deviance at the Grand Guignol is 
about the subversion of the authoritative medico-legal gaze through the use of urban 
                                                
1 “--Le médecin de service n'est donc pas là? 
    --Mais, Monsieur, il est évanoui... comme tout le monde!”  Théâtre du Grand Guignol program, 
uncatalogued, Bibliothèque Nationale de France - Site Richelieu, Cote WNA-157. 
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spectacle.  Like the clinic, the Grand Guignol spectacularized deviance and used it to 
draw the urban crowds into a world populated with lunatics and criminals.  Unlike the 
clinic, however, the Grand Guignol did not facilitate the spectacularization of deviance in 
order to define, abject, and control it, but rather the Grand Guignol encouraged the 
audience to see as much as they themselves were seen by the medico-legal Panopticon of 
the Third Republic.  In this way, the Grand Guignol acted as a parody of the clinic that 
upended the carefully constructed social order of the medico-legal Panopticon, and 
instead encouraged the audience to perversely identify with the deviant and reject the 
determinism of legal medicine.  Whereas the clinic subjected the deviant to a penetrating 
scientific gaze in order to control it, the Grand Guignol subjected the medico-legal gaze 
itself to the eyes of the audience, using the figure of the deviant to expose contradictions, 
deny abjection, and take back a sense of agency against those that would seek to define 
and control human behavior.  In a sense, the Grand Guignol was pornography on the 
stage – whereas the pornographic works discussed in the previous chapter encouraged a 
re-imagination and renegotiation of the borders of abjection within the privacy of the 
bedroom, the Grand Guignol challenged the idea of abjection completely, and did it 
openly through spectacularized discourses of deviance. 
In its imitation of the clinic, and ultimately its subversion of the clinical ideal, the 
Grand Guignol embodies the performative nature of discourses of deviance in the fin-de-
siècle.  Under the impact of Judith Butler’s work, present-day scholars of gender and 
sexuality often invoke performative speech as a trope for power and control.  Such 
scholarship employs the notion of performativity to explore the relationship between 
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power and heteronormative ideals of gender and sexuality, but the focus on 
performativity in analyses of gender and sexuality can be fit within a larger discourse 
concerning purity and danger, normal and deviant.  For Butler, the performative speech 
act is one that creates the very thing that it names, and in so doing, creates a “hyperbolic” 
standard against which all behavior is held to be either compatible or incompatible – the 
very aim of the medico-legal Panopticon.  Such “hyperbolic” standards consist, in effect, 
of an ideal type to which one can aspire, but never reach, and thus the performative 
discourse acts as its own police agent.  That which does not belong becomes abjected and 
regulated, while all else acts in as close a proximation as possible to the ideal.  Indeed, for 
Butler, the approximation never fully succeeds and only achieves hegemony through 
constant repetition, a situation that provides ample space for subversion.2 
 The Grand Guignol, then, provides an instance in which, according to Butler, the 
abject is allowed to resignify the norms that the medico-legal institutions created.  For 
Butler, “The resignification of norms is thus a function of their inefficacy, and so the 
question of subversion, of working the weakness in the norm, becomes a matter of 
inhabiting the processes of rearticulation” which subsequently reveals the “failure of […] 
regimes ever fully to legislate or contain their own ideals.”3  For Butler, the exaggeration 
                                                
2 The notion of performativity is an important aspect of many of the most prominent works of queer theory.  
See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 
“Imitation and Gender Insubordination” in inside/out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories (New York: 
Routledge, 1991); Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993), 
12-16; Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1990); Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University 
Press, 2003); Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, eds., Performativity and Performance (New 
York: Routledge, 1995). 
3 Judith Butler, “Critically Queer” in Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 237. 
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of such ideals in drag performances reveals “the understated, taken-for-granted quality of 
heterosexual performativity”; at the Grand Guignol, the exaggerated nature of the 
performance of deviance throws into light the instability of the medico-legal regulatory 
discourse and the ubiquity of deviance in human behavior.  In short, the exhibition of 
deviance enabled by boulevard culture of the belle époque also facilitated a reflexive look 
at the institutions that brought deviance to the public eye in the first place.  The audience 
recognizes the deviant’s plight as their own, and the deviant’s triumph over the doctor on 
the Grand Guignol stage presents the public with the chance to resignify, redefine, and 
even reject the norms enforced by the scopic regime of the Third Republic. 
 
 
II.  FROM NATURALISM TO THE SUPERNATURAL: THE SPECTACLE OF THE GRAND GUIGNOL 
 
 Much as the rise of boulevard culture had a major impact on clinics, asylums and 
medico-legal discourse, the early development of the Théâtre du Grand Guignol is shaded 
by the contemporary development of urban tastes that tended toward the spectacular.  In 
its earliest incarnation, the Grand Guignol imitated the ideal of the roman expérimental 
championed by naturalist authors of the late nineteenth century.  That is, its aim was to 
present, in as realistic and scientific detail as possible, the deepest truths about human 
nature through an exacting and thorough depiction of “real life.”  Just as the novels of 
Zola and Huysmans emulated the scientific approach of the Salpêtrière, the Grand 
Guignol aimed at a virtually direct imitation of the medico-legal gaze.  With the rise of 
urban spectacle and the waning popularity of naturalistic sensibilities, however, the 
Grand Guignol became more subversive than it had been originally.  Whereas the 
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naturalistic Grand Guignol imitated the clinic, the popular Grand Guignol parodied it.  By 
spectacularizing deviance, the medico-legist sought to combine popular sensibilities and 
cultural appeal with the precision and control of legal medicine; the Grand Guignol 
spectacularized deviance to make a profit, and in so doing, invited its audiences to revel 
in the undoing of the medico-legal gaze. 
 In theatrical history, the Théâtre du Grand Guignol did not spring fully formed 
from the imaginations of its founders in the late 1890s, but rather developed out of the 
earlier tradition of naturalist drama that took its inspiration from Émile Zola and his 
followers.4  The first and most prominent of these naturalist theaters was the Théâtre 
Libre, a small private business that played short programs to invited audiences in rented 
theatrical halls.  Founded in 1887 by André Antoine, a gas worker, and Oscar Méténier, a 
journalist and former police secretary, the Théâtre Libre aspired to a new kind of 
theatrical representation.  Rather than traditional French theatrical conventions that relied 
on poetic and highly stylized performances, the Théâtre Libre used its founders’ 
backgrounds in the Parisian underworld to present a new documentary approach to drama 
in which the lives of the working classes and the apaches would be shown on stage for 
the first time.  According to theater historian Daniel Gerould, “the Naturalists in the 
theatre insisted on direct observation, research and documentation; precise notation of 
                                                
4 There is a paucity of secondary material on the Théâtre du Grand Guignol, most likely due to both its 
small size and the apparently “unserious” nature of the plays in which the Grand Guignol specialized.  
Most of the information that follows can be found in François Rivière and Gabrielle Wittkop, Grand 
Guignol (Nancy: Éditions Henri Veyrier, 1979); Agnès Pierron, preface to Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre 
des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995), as well as the 
sources cited below.  Further, very few secondary sources approach the Grand Guignol from a historical 
standpoint, as it is most often studied in terms of dramaturgy, as has been the case with the one dissertation 
on the Grand Guignol in this period: Mary Elizabeth Homrighous, “The Grand Guignol” (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Northwestern University, 1963). 
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fact; and objectivity of technique” in order to argue that “the essential relationships 
between man and society could be more vividly revealed in primitive characters and 
sordid situations than when disguised by wealth, complex psychology, and hypocritical 
pretense.”5 
 The main staple of the Théâtre Libre was the comédie rosse, a play that showed 
its author’s cynical attitude toward industrial society.  In order to highlight social 
inequities in a realistic manner, the comédies rosses did not shy away from depicting 
street life in its gritty detail – prostitution, alcoholism, pimping, thievery, and abject 
poverty.  Méténier himself was the main playwright of the Théâtre Libre, and in addition 
to drawing inspiration from the daily parade of horribles in the faits divers columns of 
the press, he drew on his own extensive knowledge of criminal activity from his six years 
as secretary of the police commissioner in Paris.  He served in this capacity in thirty-four 
different metropolitan districts, several of which were in some of the harshest working-
class neighborhoods.  Following his resignation in 1889, moreover, Méténier worked as a 
reporter for Gil Blas and Journal, both of which had reputations for scandalous and 
sensationalistic reporting.  Méténier’s work in the police department gave him a 
formidable knowledge of argot that found its way into his reporting – and into his literary 
work for the Théâtre Libre.  All of his experience went into the mission of the theater that 
was to portray realistic “slice-of-life” plays that were didactic but not pedantic.  In 
Gerould’s words, such writers as Méténier allowed reality to speak for itself: “Without 
                                                
5 Daniel Gerould, “Oscar Méténier and Comédie Rosse: From the Théâtre Libre to the Grand Guignol,” The 
Drama Review: TDR 28, no. 1 (Spring 1984): 15-16. 
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comment or condemnation [...] the playwright allows the bare truth to expose the falsity 
of society’s hypocritical pretensions.”6  In the plays, the point of the representation was 
not just the spectacle of deviance, but rather to use the spectacle of deviance to impart 
lessons about social inequality or the dangers of modern urban society.  In so doing, the 
Théâtre Libre’s plays were not unlike the displays at the Universal Exposition or 
Charcot’s lectures at the Salpêtrière – that is, they combined entertainment and the 
spectacle of the boulevard with a carefully controlled message, thus using the public as 
part of the panoptic machine. 
 By 1894, Antoine left the Théâtre Libre feeling that what had once been so 
dramatically revolutionary had now become formulaic and predictable, reflecting the 
waning popular interest in naturalism as an avant-garde movement.  Méténier, abandoned 
by his partner, carried on in the naturalist tradition with his founding of the Théâtre du 
Grand Guignol in 1897.  Méténier established the new theater in Montmartre, a few 
blocks from the Moulin Rouge, in a former Jansenist chapel in the rue Chaptal.  Although 
the theater now had a new name, Méténier did not immediately abandon his naturalist 
sensibilities.  Throughout Méténier’s short tenure as the creative director of the Théâtre 
du Grand Guignol, the program was continually dominated by the comédies rosses 
through which Méténier had made his name.  Méténier’s training as a journalist 
continued to serve him well, as most of the plays produced in the first year of the Grand 
                                                
6 Ibid., 16. 
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Guignol were a theatrical equivalent of the fait divers: short, one-act plays that centered 
around a shocking, brutal crime that embodied the whole impact of the play.7 
 One such example is Méténier’s play Lui! [Him!] (1897).  The play is set in a 
brothel, and the main protagonist is Violette, one of the prostitutes employed there by “la 
mère Briquet,” the house’s madam.  The one-act is a brief, sensational story that begins 
with Violette and Briquet reading the newspaper, through which they learn of a grisly 
murder in which a woman was decapitated and robbed of her jewelry.  The next scene 
introduces Luc Martinet, who quickly becomes a client of Violette’s.  In short order, 
Martinet begins to threaten Violette.  Through her quick wit, Violette is able to put 
Martinet to sleep while Briquet fetches the police, who soon discover the missing jewelry 
and the weapons with which Martinet had committed the heinous crime exposed at the 
play’s beginning. 
 The play is not impressive as a work of theater, as there are few characters, and 
the characters are transparent.  There can be little doubt that Martinet is the 
aforementioned murderer, as he is constantly agitated, abrupt, and nervously questioning 
the motive and the identity of everyone around him.  When brandishing his knife, he even 
tells Violette not to fear because “it’s not for you [...] I’m a butcher.”8  Consequently, the 
suspense is quite limited until the climactic moment when the audience is to wonder if 
Violette will escape or if Briquet will arrive in time with the police.  What may not be so 
readily apparent to the audience is the social inversion of morals that audience 
                                                
7 František Deák, “Théâtre du Grand Guignol,” The Drama Review: TDR 18, no. 1 (March 1974): 35-36. 
8 “C'est pas pour toi [...] je suis boucher...”  Oscar Méténier, Lui! in Le Grand Guignol: Théâtre des Peurs 
de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1897]), 10. 
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experienced.  Throughout the play, although she is a prostitute, Violette’s moral stance 
vis-à-vis the murderer is undeniable.  After having read of the previous horrific crimes of 
Martinet, she proclaims that, were she faced with such a person, she “would not have any 
pity... These guys are not men...they’re savage beasts....”9  Throughout Violette’s ordeal 
with Martinet, the audience finds itself, in effect, hoping that the prostitute will escape, 
becoming the de facto heroine of the story.  Furthermore, at the end of the story the 
police commissioner thanks both Briquet and Violette by stating “You have done your 
duty.”10  The praise from the police to the prostitute gives the audience the intended 
message of the comédie rosse: even prostitutes, as avatars of the lower strata of urban 
society, can be moral, upright citizens. 
 It is clear that, at least to some, the goal of Méténier’s naturalist theater was 
achieved with stunning success.  As one reviewer wrote in the Chronique Théâtrale on 
the opening of the Grand Guignol, “The Brême and the Loupiot by M. O. Méténier are 
representations of the cruelty of life achieved with an astonishing intensity of 
observation, leaving the spectator an idea of the unconscionable aberrations of spirit of a 
poor people who, by lack of education, by the influence of their surroundings, are 
absolutely stripped of any moral sensibility.”11  The two plays in question did indeed 
point to a moral vacuity amongst the lower classes.  La Brême (a slang expression for a 
                                                
9 “[...] j'aurais pas de pitié... C'est pas des hommes, des types comme cela... c'est des bêtes sauvages...”  
Ibid., 4. 
10 “Vous avez fait votre devoir...”  Ibid., 13. 
11 “La Brême et la Loupiot de M.O. Méténier sont des scènes de la vie cruelle d'une étonnante intensité 
d'observation, laissant au spectateur une idée navante de l'inconsciente aberration d'esprit d'un pauvre 
peuple qui par manque d'éducation, par l'influence du milieu, est absolument dénué de sens moral.”  
Chronique Théâtrale, 1897 (precise date not given). 
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prostitute’s identification card) concerns a little girl who learned from her catechism to be 
a provider and to honor her parents, which leads her to a life of prostitution in order to 
support them; Le Loupiot [The Little Bugger] concerns an anarchist who exposes 
marriage as a bourgeois lie by outwitting his landlord.  What is more striking than the 
reviewer’s assessment of the characters’ “unconscionable aberrations of spirit” is the fact 
that through “astonishing intensity of observation” the playwright has shown that the 
people involved were betrayed by a socio-political system that promised them equality 
and failed to deliver.  The pretension to realism in Méténier’s Grand Guignol put the 
deviant center stage, and in so doing exposed the inequities and the degenerate nature of 
modern urban life. 
 In all of the preceding examples, the naturalist inclination to realism and scientific 
observation revealed the early Grand Guignol to be in strict imitation of the clinical gaze.  
While moderately successful, however, the original incarnation of the Théâtre du Grand 
Guignol is not the one for which the theater is known.  For reasons that remain unclear, 
Méténier left the Théâtre du Grand Guignol in 1898, although he continued to write plays 
for the theater into the early twentieth century.  With the exit of Méténier, the Grand 
Guignol’s repertoire underwent a significant shift under the leadership of the new 
creative director, Max Maurey, whose tenure lasted until 1914.  Unlike André Antoine 
and Oscar Méténier, Maurey did not come from the artistic background of Montmartre, 
and although his background remains unclear, Maurey was clearly interested in turning 
the Grand Guignol from an artistic venue and an outlet for social criticism into a 
profitable business.  In the words of theater historian Mel Gordon, Maurey sought to 
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attract a clientele that “flocked to country freak shows and wax museums that featured 
chambers of horror and sensational crime.”12  Under Maurey’s directorship, the repertoire 
of the Grand Guignol maintained the naturalist vein established by Antoine and Méténier 
by continuing to show all aspects of urban life; the aim, however, was no longer 
enlightenment but pure entertainment through shock and horror.  It was under Maurey 
that the term “grand-guignolesque” took on its meaning, as the theatrical form Maurey 
championed concretized the genre of horror play for which the Théâtre du Grand Guignol 
is known.  In many ways, then, Maurey’s Grand Guignol was the ultimate realization of 
the deviant as spectacle, and because of it, the Grand Guignol transformed from an 
imitation of the clinic to a parody of it, and as Butler points out, parody often reveals the 
weaknesses in the ability of a particular discourse to police itself. 
 In its most basic form, the Grand Guignol play in the belle époque era was not 
unlike the pornographic novels discussed above: the audience has come to the spectacle 
with a singular purpose, they knew that the goal would be achieved from the 
unambiguous nature of the spectacle and how it was advertised, and the presentation’s 
only purpose was to titillate, excite, frighten, and entertain.  The Grand Guignol 
transformed the reflective theater of naturalism into a product, one that Maurey was more 
than happy to promote through brazen publicity stunts and advertising.13  No longer was 
the audience to look at the play as a mirror of their own society and its failings, or to 
critically distance themselves from the action on the stage in order to get at deeper 
                                                
12 Mel Gordon, The Grand Guignol: Theatre of Fear and Terror (New York: Amok Press, 1988), 18. 
13 Richard J. Hand and Michael Wilson, Grand-Guignol: The French Theatre of Horror (Exeter: University 
of Exeter Press, 2002), 11-15. 
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philosophical truth.  Maurey’s Grand Guignol was pornographic in that the intent was to 
make the viewer as emotionally attached to the action as possible, and therefore to break 
the symbolic distance of the spectacle so championed by the naturalists.  In so doing, the 
viewer experienced trauma, danger, and catharsis, just as the characters on the stage did; 
and, much like the narrator in Henri Barbusse’s L’Enfer, the viewer is ultimately affected 
more deeply than from a position of clinical detachment.  As one reviewer stated in 
Premières Representations after a night of plays about murder, illegitimate children, 
burglary, and the corruption of the judicial system: “Go to the Grand Guignol, you will 
have an excellent evening, perhaps the best the place has had since its creation.”14  At 
Maurey’s Grand Guignol, audience transformed from flâneurs into voyeurs. 
 Everything about Maurey’s Grand Guignol was designed to heighten the 
spectacular and shocking nature of a night’s program.  Unlike the naturalist era of the 
Grand Guignol, in which the audience witnessed a series of short, didactic plays, a night 
at Maurey’s theater was meant to increase bodily thrills at the expense of introspective 
reflection.  Maurey’s programs often made use of a technique known as la douche 
écossaise [the hot-and-cold running shower], in which short horror plays were 
interspersed with comedies and sex farces, with the whole evening culminating in a 
longer horror drama with an explosive, grotesque ending.  The purpose of such a program 
was simple enough; the audience underwent a series of back-and-forth emotional 
extremes such that the final horrific scene of the night’s last play produced a bigger, more 
                                                
14 “Allez au Grand-Guignol, vous y passerez une excellente soirée, la meilleure peut-être donnée depuis sa 
création.”  Premières Représentations, January 20, 1901. 
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sensational response from the emotionally frenzied audience.15  For such a technique to 
work, Maurey clearly understood that what was shown on the stage would have a very 
real physical effect on the audience, turning the cerebral into the corporal. 
 Of course, the implementation of la douche écossaise required talented writers 
and theater technicians to make the spectacle believable.  The Théâtre du Grand Guignol 
achieved its greatest successes in this period due to the staff Maurey employed to bring 
playwrights’ ideas to the stage.  The overriding concern for Maurey was that the 
spectacles on the stage, no matter how fantastical or grotesque, must have an air of 
reality, so as to heighten the sense of drama and engagement.  For example, on the back 
cover of every program from the Grand Guignol’s 1910 season, Maurey printed “The 
Secret to the Success of the Théâtre du ‘Grand Guignol’”: 
“ITS DRAMAS, although short, are always poignant and true because this theater 
does not know how to live by theatrical conventions. 
 Here, we present the Reality of Life, with all of its violence, its trials, its unhinged 
emotions, its brutality, but also its Beauty in Truth. 
 ITS COMEDIES are always literary, spiritual, releasing Laughs by the 
unexpected nature of their theatrical tricks and the finesse of their banter.”16 
 
In creating an air of realism, every aspect of the spectacle on the stage was based on an 
exacting precision to detail.  The main Grand Guignol playwright of the early twentieth 
century, André de Lorde, took his inspiration from such recognizable sources as the fait 
                                                
15 Hand and Wilson, Grand-Guignol, 11. 
16 “SES DRAMES, rapides, sont toujours poignantes et vrai car ce théâtre ne saurait vivre de conventions. 
 On y présente la Réalité de la Vie, avec ses violences, ses ardeurs, son déchaînement, sa brutalité, 
mais aussi sa Beauté dans la Vérité. 
 SES COMÉDIES sont toujours littéraires, spirituelles, déchînant le Rire par l'imprévu de leurs 
coups de théâtre et la finesse de leurs réparties.”  Théâtre du Grand Guignol program, 1910, uncatalogued, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France - Site Richelieu, Cote WNA-157. 
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divers, just as Méténier had done; what De Lorde added was detail.  Whereas the fait 
divers provided only the barest outline of a story, which the naturalist playwright 
embellished with imagination, De Lorde researched facts and backgrounds and even 
collaborated on several pieces with the eminent psychologist Alfred Binet.  Not only 
were the plays frequently set in hospitals or asylums, but the theories presented within the 
plays were drawn from the scientific debates of the day.  In addition, although the 
“realistic” plays almost always ended in a fantastic spectacle of gore that verged on the 
incredulous, the gore itself had to be as authentic as possible: victims of the guillotine had 
to look as if their heads had really been severed, gunshot wounds had to explode with 
ample blood, and the blood itself had to be made from a precise formula that coagulated 
as if the “blood” had clotted.17  As one critic said of Maurey in L’Art du Théâtre, “He is 
of the ‘scientific’ generation that has undertaken to make our contemporaries laugh and 
cry.”18  Maurey’s theater was a product to be sold, but to be effective it needed to adhere 
to the realism of the Grand Guignol’s earlier days even more exactingly.  The Grand 
Guignol presented grotesque fantasies of deviance, but in its fantasy there needed to be 
an air of the familiar and the real to create the emotional bond with the audience that 
made the Grand Guignol such a success. 
 The realistic, and perhaps scientific, approach to theater utilized in Max Maurey’s 
Grand Guignol did not go unnoticed.  As one critic wrote in a Comœdia column entitled 
“Theater and the Truth” after reviewing the Grand Guignol’s Le Grand Match [The Great 
                                                
17 Gordon, The Grand Guignol, 44; Deák, “Théâtre du Grand Guignol,” 40-42. 
18 “Il est de la génération 'scientifique' qui a entrepris de faire rire et pleurer nos contemporains.”  L'Art du 
Théâtre, January 23, 1905. 
 250 
Match] (1912), “Occasionally, dramatic authors are inspired by reality.  Occasionally, 
reality derives from plays.  It is curious to observe that Le Grand Match that is playing at 
the Grand-Guignol was followed by the other grand match, that of Carpentier-Klaus.  
And of the two, it was the first that was the more amusing [...].”19  For this reviewer, the 
reality of the stage, in which a pretend boxing match took place, replaced the actual 
reality of an anticipated match in which a Frenchman could have potentially taken the 
world title from an American.  For another reviewer, the precision of observation present 
in a play was enough to “prove” the reality of the scene being performed.  The play under 
review, À Saint-Lazare [ At Saint-Lazare] (1900) concerned a love triangle between two 
women in Saint-Lazare prison.  In the play Marie’s husband abandoned her, and in a fit 
of depression she killed her child and then attempted suicide, an attempt that failed and 
sent her to prison for murder.  Madeleine, the second woman, was so devoted to her lover 
Julot that she took the blame for a crime Julot committed.  During the course of the play, 
the audience discovers that Julot is actually Marie’s estranged husband, and to prevent 
Marie from taking revenge on him Madeleine kills her.  For the reviewer, the play 
presented “a curious and precise tableau of the morals, habits, language, and passions of 
the prison’s inhabitants.”20  To those who would decry the presentation of such 
immorality on a Parisian stage, the reviewer points to the reality of the piece: “You will 
                                                
19 “Parfois, les auteurs dramatiques s'inspirent de la réalité.  Parfois, la réalité dérive des pièces.  Il est 
curieux de constater que Le Grand Match qui se joue au Grand-Guignol, fut suivi par l'autre grand match, 
celui de Carpentier-Klaus.  Et des deux ce fut le premier le plus amusant [...]”  Comœdia, June 15, 1912.  
Referring to the boxing match between Georges Carpentier and Frank Klaus on June 24, 1912, in Dieppe.  
Carpentier lost and Klaus defended his title of World Middleweight Champion. 
20 “[...] un tableau curieux et précis des mœurs, habitudes, langage, passions des pensionnaires de l'endroit.”  
Premières Représentations, June 11, 1900. 
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say that these morals are cruel, and the story of mediocre interest.  You are wrong!  On 
stage, the story is rather exciting and does not leave the spectator indifferent.  One gets 
the sense that all of it is lived experience and not a simple artist’s fantasy.  The hatred and 
the jealousies of women are terrible at Saint-Lazare, and here we have the proof.”21  For 
this critic, though the scene is shocking and obviously, in some part, a product of the 
playwright’s imagination, it is also a very real portrait of life in prison, the precision and 
accuracy of which proves that such stories could be real.  Although the audience is aware 
that they are watching a fictional spectacle, the reality of the play produces the desired 
horror. 
 Even when the Grand Guignol diverged from depictions of “reality” with rare 
performances involving elements of the supernatural, the supernatural element is only a 
means to a realistic end.  One of the Grand Guignol’s more famous plays, Gaston 
Leroux’s L’Homme Qui A Vu le Diable [The Man Who Saw the Devil] (1911), a group of 
young people go hiking in the mountains and become lost.  Seeking shelter at the isolated 
home of an old man, they learn he is the subject of a local legend – a man that has made a 
deal with the devil.  Ultimately, one of the hikers, Allan, also makes a deal with the devil 
that results in Allan accidentally murdering his best friend Mathis so that he may 
consummate an affair with Mathis’ wife.  The fatalistic tragedy and the gory shooting of 
a man onstage provides the audience with the entertaining thrill that they were seeking in 
all of its realistic detail, even though the bulk of the play constituted a prolonged 
                                                
21 “Vous direz que ces mœurs sont bien cruelles, et l'histoire, d'un intérêt médiocre.  Détrompez-vous!  À la 
scène l'aventure est assez passionnante et ne laisse pas le spectateur indifférent.  Les haines et les jalousies 
de femmes sont terribles à Saint-Lazare et nous en avons la preuve ici.”  Ibid. 
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discussion between the skeptic Allan and the “man who saw the devil.”  At one point, 
Allan exclaims to the man, “I am persuaded that, if there are madmen in this country, it is 
only they that believe you have seen the devil!”22  The play inserts itself into 
contemporary arguments between scientific minded positivists and more spiritually 
inclined concerns over the question of consciousness and the soul, a debate all too 
prevalent in the wake of the anti-clerical laws of the early twentieth century.23  The play 
avoids taking a polemical stance for either side, however, in favor of the gruesome reality 
of murder.  Mathis’ murder takes center stage, while the “devil,” which one would expect 
to be the play’s centerpiece, appears only briefly, and then only questionably as a 
shadowy reflection of Allan himself, leaving the audience to question whether it was 
truly the devil or merely a subconscious manifestation of Allan’s all-too-human desire to 
be with Mathis’ wife. 
 Maurey’s control of the Grand Guignol is credited with the transformation of the 
genre from one of artistic moralizing and didacticism to commercialism and the true 
theater of spectacle.  Well known for his advertising stunts – which included hiring an in-
house physician to attend to audience members too fragile to take the shock of the plays 
presented – Maurey accomplished the commercialization of deviance to appeal to the 
public’s taste for the spectacular and the sensational.  The Grand Guignol never 
renounced its artistic roots, and indeed it regularly featured plays or adaptations of works 
                                                
22 “Je suis persuadé que, s'il y a des fous dans ce pays, ce sont eux qui racontent que vous avez vu le 
diable!”  Gaston Leroux, L'Homme Qui a Vu le Diable in Le Grand Guignol: Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle 
Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1911]), 499. 
23 See Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth Century 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Jennifer Michael Hecht, The End of the Soul: Scientific 
Modernity, Atheism, and Anthropology in France (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003). 
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by such well-known authors of the Gothic and the grotesque as Edgar Allan Poe, Octave 
Mirbeau, Gaston Leroux, and others.  Throughout several seasons in the early twentieth 
century, Grand Guignol programs explained to the audience that the “Théâtre du Grand-
Guignol, today universally known thanks to its sensational success, is the Parisian theater 
where the spectacles, occasionally risqué, always offer an incontestable literary cachet.”24  
While insisting on its literary tradition, however, the Grand Guignol made its money and 
its name through the sensational spectacularization of the depravity of humanity.  The 
plays of Maurey’s Grand Guignol did not capitalize on stories featuring prostitutes with a 
sense of morality or misguided working-class children unable to comprehend complex 
concepts of morality.  Maurey’s Grand Guignol was “universally known” because it 
offered the audience a frank, unfettered encounter with the worst fears of society, and 
then made them laugh because of it. 
 
 
III.  THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF DEVIANCE IN THE PLAYS OF THE GRAND GUIGNOL 
 
 By making a spectacle of deviance as pure entertainment, the plays of the Grand 
Guignol changed the nature of viewership in relation to the deviant and, at the same time, 
became ideal venues through which to parody and undermine the symbolic structures of 
legal medicine and the panoptic society that it embodied.  One of the primary ways the 
Grand Guignol subtly subverted the strict boundaries between normal and deviant was in 
the very definition of deviance.  Similarly to the pornographic works discussed in the 
                                                
24 “Le Théâtre du Grand-Guignol, aujourd'hui universellement connu, grâce à ses retentissants succès, est le 
théâtre de Paris dont les spectacles, parfois osés, offrent toujours un incontestable cachet littéraire.”  
Program, April 1905, reprinted throughout 1904, 1905, 1906. 
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previous chapter, in order for the Grand Guignol to achieve its purpose of creating fear 
and terror in its audiences, it had to renegotiate the boundary between what was 
forbidden and what was acceptable.  Whereas pornographic narratives generally achieved 
this by moving the boundaries to proscribe an increasingly exclusive group of sex acts, 
however, the Grand Guignol did away with restrictions on behavior almost entirely.  
Despite the blood and the harsh depiction of deviance, the theater’s plays did not gain 
popularity by appealing to the lowest common denominator, the gawker, the badaud, 
whose main interest was in witnessing the macabre for its own sake.  To be sure, there 
was some of the morbid appeal, as the amount of gratuitous violence in these plays is 
unmistakable. 
 The broader appeal of the plays, however, lay in their democratic sense of 
degeneration and deviance.  In contrast to legal and medical institutions that defined, on 
an elite level, the parameters and the control of deviance, the Grand Guignol pointed an 
accusing finger in every direction.  Whereas medico-legal institutions defined deviance in 
ways that generally disfavored certain social classes over others, the Grand Guignol 
pointed out that deviance is beyond such easily definable behaviors and categories.  In 
the plays, for every alcoholic working-class murderer, there is a high-born pervert; for 
every savage from a foreign nation, there is an equally savage native Frenchman or 
Frenchwoman.  In short, no matter what medicine or the law defined as deviant, deviance 
in the plays is a natural and inescapable product of humanity.  In effect, the idea of 
deviance became truly democratized and promulgated the notion that, given the proper 
context, any action could be considered deviant.  Ultimately, if deviance is so conceived, 
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then for the audience the message was clear – if we can all potentially be classified as 
deviants, then it is only a matter of time before the Panopticon turns its eyes on us. 
 The Théâtre du Grand Guignol, like many other mass urban entertainments, was a 
business that aimed to be democratic in its appeal.  While theater throughout nineteenth-
century France had held an appeal for all segments of society from working-class citizens 
to literary intelligentsia, theaters as institutions were very broadly defined.  While the 
elite may have been drawn to Charles Garnier’s opera house, others may have been 
drawn to the magic shows at the Théâtre de la Salle des Capucines, to the spectacles at 
the Folies-Bergères, or to any of a number of other music halls and cafés-concerts 
throughout the city.  The increasing variety of theatrical spectacle provided 
“entertainments that were increasingly grand and glitzy but at the same time offered seats 
affordable to a socially diverse audience,” in Vanessa Schwartz’s words.25  Furthermore, 
through certain loopholes in state censorship of French theaters, “theater” could include 
anything from the most avant-garde piece to performances that would appeal only to the 
most prurient interest.26  Seldom, however, did such spectacles coincide with each other 
except within the tiniest theater in Paris, the Grand Guignol.  For theater historians 
Richard Hand and Michael Wilson, under Max Maurey the Grand Guignol “grew into an 
                                                
25Vanessa R. Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999), 22. 
26 F.W.J. Hemmings, Theatre and State in France, 1760-1905 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 222-227.  Whereas there were certain restrictions on what could and could not be shown on the 
stages of Paris, theater proprietors often got around these restrictions by making certain performances 
“invitation-only” events that were not accessible to the general public.  The Théâtre du Grand Guignol 
made use of this loophole on occasion: the play Les Oies du Capitole played to an invitation-only audience 
because of its subject matter.  The play concerned a group of revelers at the Moulin Rouge who played a 
practical joke on the président du conseil to convince him that there was a plot to stage a coup and 
overthrow the government.  Predictably for the Grand Guignol, the joke got out of hand and the président 
du conseil rounded up all journalists, priests, and députés of the opposition party. 
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immensely popular theatre, drawing its audiences from all echelons of society.”27  Taking 
advantage of the explosion of boulevard culture, the Grand Guignol became a democratic 
entertainment by combining elements of all of the various theatrical forms that had arisen 
in the last half-century, including theatrical elements perfected in the lecture hall of the 
Salpêtrière and the criminal anthropology exhibits at the Universal Exposition.  In so 
doing, the Grand Guignol exposed the performative nature of medico-legal discourses of 
deviance by using the same methods as the medico-legist to arrive at completely different 
conclusions, thus showing the inefficacy of discourse to police the rules that discourse 
itself has created. 
 Elements of legal medicine were indeed present in many of the Grand Guignol’s 
presentations.  In as much as French medico-legists attributed deviant behavior to varying 
environmental and hereditary factors, the Grand Guignol used such arguments to conjure 
grotesqueries for the stage.  One reviewer of Terres chaudes [Hot Lands] (1913), a play 
set in Africa, attributed the play’s success at conveying deviance to the author’s profound 
observation of the effects of tropical climates on degeneration: “The author studies the 
moral deformations of which the climate of hot lands could be the cause. […] He has 
chosen this atmosphere to show the inexorable power of fatality.”28  Many of the most 
successful plays (those that were reprised several times) took advantage of exotic locales 
and climates to explain savagery, and if the excessive temperatures were not to blame, 
then it was the cultural milieu.  The aforementioned play, La Dernière Torture, concerns 
                                                
27 Hand and Wilson, Grand-Guignol, 11. 
28 “L'auteur étudie les déformations morales dont le climat des terres chaudes peut être la cause. [...] Il a 
choisi cette atmosphère pour y montrer l'inexorable puissance d'une fatalité.”  Comœdia, June 16, 1913. 
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a French consulate in the midst of the Chinese Boxer Rebellion in which the Boxers, 
fueled by anti-foreign sentiment, are approaching the consulate and will almost certainly 
savagely massacre the handful of French soldiers still present.  Rather than let his 
daughter fall into the hands of the approaching “yellow horde,” the consul shoots his 
daughter only to hear the clarion call of an approaching French battalion to rescue them.  
In his mind, his extreme measures were justified by the presence of one of their comrades 
who had tried to escape and was subsequently tortured and mutilated by “a devastated 
country, a hostile people” where “[not] a roof, not a recess does not hide an enemy.”29  
Notably, whereas the French are “unified, disciplined” and a “force greater than 
courage,” the Boxers are “nightmarish” and “fanatical.”30 
 Despite the tone of the works that use exotic locations, cultural differences, and 
racial inferences to present a realistic portrayal of oriental barbarism, the Grand Guignol 
cannot be charged with racism.  If Africans and Chinese were savagely cruel because of 
their culture or their breeding, French citizens were no less depraved.  In André Mouëzy-
Éon’s piece Les Nuits du Hampton-Club [Hampton Club Nights] (1908), the playwright 
vehemently indicts modern Western industrial society for its role in creating a bored, 
effeminate elite.  In Les Nuits du Hampton-Club, the exclusive Hampton Club is a circle 
of privileged men who have become so bored with their lives that their only means of 
reclaiming excitement is to play a nightly game of cards where the winner (or, really, the 
“loser”) is killed.  In the play, Forbes is a journalist who seeks to uncover the existence of 
                                                
29 “[...] tout ce pays dévasté, tout un peuple hostile... Pas un toit, pas un recoin qui ne cache un ennemi...”  
André de Lorde and Eugène Morel, La Dernière Torture in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la 
Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Édtions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1904]), 111. 
30 Ibid., 110-111. 
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a true “suicide club,” and feigns interest in joining the Hampton Club.  To prove his 
desire to enter, he explains to the club’s president that, 
“[The] Hampton Club is the last word in modern comfort.  In this century, where man 
has put everything to work to save himself from useless gestures, there is one gesture 
of which effort remains inevitable: that which one must accomplish to save oneself 
from life.  The railroads, the automobile have supplanted terrestrial distances.  It is 
necessary that we ourselves, and only by our own force of will, transport ourselves to 
the great beyond…  To wit, not everyone has the courage to put the barrel of a 
revolver to his or her temple, or to drink a liberating beverage…  I know well, for my 
part, that I am incapable of doing it.  The suicide club was thus founded as a remedy 
to our cowardice.”31 
 
Indeed, one of the club’s real members later explains that he joined because, in his words, 
“I am rich, very rich… I have already realized all of my fantasies… […] If I told you 
everything I’ve done to distract myself… The whole gamut of excitations and orgies,” 
and thus sought death as his last real adventure.32  Overall, the play presents a picture of a 
bored, emasculated upper class that has become so depraved as to seek suicide as the only 
remedy to modern anomie. 
 In a similar fashion, even adaptations were distorted to ignite the fears of the 
French social system.  Edgar Allan Poe’s 1842 short story “The Masque of the Red 
Death” was adapted for the Grand Guignol stage in 1905 by the Baronne Hélène de 
Zuylen de Nyevelt.  Playing under the title La Mascarade Interrompue [The Interrupted 
                                                
31 “[...] le Hampton-Club est le dernier mot du confort moderne.  Dans ce siècle où les hommes ont tout mis 
en œuvre pour s'épargner les gestes inutiles, il en est un dont l'effort restait inévitable: celui qu'on doit 
accomplir pour se débarrasser de la vie.  Les chemins de fer, l'automobile ont supprimé les distances 
terrestres.  Il nous fallait nous-mêmes, et par nos seules forces, nous transporter dans l'au-delà... Or, tout le 
monde n'a pas le courage d'appuyer sur sa tempe le canon d'un revolver ou de boire le breuvage libérateur... 
Je sais bien, pour ma part, que j'en suis incapable.  Le club du suicide aurait donc été fondé pour remédier à 
notre lâcheté.”  André Mouëzy-Éon, Les Nuits du Hampton-Club in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des 
Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1908]), 265. 
32 “Je suis riche, très riche... J'ai toujours réalisé toutes mes fantaisies... [...] Si je vous disais ce que j'ai 
inventé pour me distraire... Toute la gamme des excitations et des orgies.”  Ibid., 269. 
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Masquerade], it makes a slightly different allegorical reading of the short story’s 
symbolism in order to make the play more frightening to the cultural milieu of belle 
époque France.  Poe’s story is an atmospheric piece filled with heavy description and 
symbolism in which the fictional Prince Prospero throws a masked ball in order to hide 
from the Red Death that rages outside the abbey’s walls.  While the revelers frolic, a 
mysterious cloaked figure roams from room to room until such time as it is revealed that 
the Red Death has arrived to the party.  Poe’s story has little dialogue and generally 
focuses on the theme of death – that, in the end, death comes to everyone as “Darkness 
and Decay and the Red Death held illimitable dominion over all.”33  The play, however, 
shifts the focus of the story from a tale of death’s inevitability to one of class-driven 
revenge.  The dialogue largely drives the play between the self-indulgent and arrogant 
aristocratic revelers and the one among them, the Marchesa Violante, who carries a sense 
of social justice.  The following exchange highlights the callous disregard that most of 
the aristocratic courtesans hold for the outside population while the party continues inside 
the quarantine of the abbey: 
“LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. – Since I have come here, to this abbey that Prince 
Prospero has made at once his court and his fortress, I only think of the terrible 
atrocities that are going on outside.  
FIRST COURTESAN. – To what end?  We can’t do anything for them. […] 
LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. – The streets, down there, are pestilential charnel houses.  
They no longer bury the dead.  They are too numerous.  They leave them to putrefy 
on the spot where they have fallen, face to the sky, killed in an instant by the Red 
Death. […] 
THIRD COURTESAN. – Since we find ourselves sheltered from all danger, let us 
rejoice.  This party is superb. […] 
                                                
33 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Masque of the Red Death” in The Complete Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, 
ed. Edward H. O'Neill (New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 1992 [orig. pub. 1842]), 388. 
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FIRST COURTESAN. – And we are young and full of life. […] 
LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. – In the name of human pity, let me comfort those women! 
SECOND COURTESAN. – That is madness, Madonna.  Think that perhaps they carry the 
Red Death in the folds of their dresses, in their hands, in their hair. […] 
LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. – They are going to die of hunger, of cold, and of fear! 
FIRST COURTESAN. – And that is our fault?”34 
 
In Nyevelt’s version, the story becomes an allegory of social inequity, reflecting 
bourgeois fears of social revolution.  At the end, as in Poe’s story, the Red Death kills all 
of the revelers.  Whereas Poe’s story is meant to cause reflection on death and mortality, 
however, working-class and poverty-stricken members of Parisian society could rejoice 
in the revenge taken upon the cold and heartless aristocracy.  Of course, as with all Grand 
Guignol plays, the gory sideshow element is present as well – the Red Death, once 
revealed, cut an impressively grotesque figure on stage where “the paleness of his face is 
marbled with large bleeding cuts” and his “nose is eroded by a large red stain.”35 
 If such plays drew the attention of the working classes in their depiction of the 
degeneracy of the upper class, the bourgeoisie also had a chance to revel in the 
                                                
34 “LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. -- Depuis que je suis venue ici, dans cette abbaye dont le Prince Prospero a 
fait tout ensemble sa cour et sa forteresse, je ne pense qu'aux choses atroces qui se passent là-bas. 
     PREMIER COURTESAN. -- À quoi bon?  Nous n'y pouvons rien. [...] 
     LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. -- Les rues, là-bas, sont des charniers pestilentiels.  On n'enterre plus les 
morts.  Ils sont trop nombreux.  On les laisse pourrir à l'endroit où ils sont tombés, la face vers le ciel, 
frappés en quelques instants par la Peste rouge. [...] 
     TROISIÈME COURTESAN. -- Et, puisque nous nous trouvons à l'abri de tout danger, réjouissons-nous.  
Cette fête est superbe. [...] 
     PREMIER COURTESAN. -- Et nous sommes jeunes et pleins de vie. [...] 
     LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. -- Au nom de la pitié humaine, laissez-moi secourir ces femmes! 
     DEUXIÈME COURTESAN. -- C'est de la folie, Madonna.  Songez qu'elles apportent peut-être la Peste rouge 
dans les plis de leurs robes, dans leurs mains, dans leurs cheveux. [...] 
     LA MARCHESA VIOLANTE. -- Elles vont mourir de faim, de froid et de peur! 
     PREMIER COURTESAN. -- Est-ce notre faute à nous?”  Hélène de Zuylen de Nyevelt, La Mascarade 
Interrompue in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: 
Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1905]), 135-137. 
35 “La pâleur de la figure est marbrée de larges taches sanglantes.  Le nez est rongé par une large tache 
rouge.”  Ibid., 143. 
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misfortunes of the lower classes.  In one such play, Sabotage (1910), an electrician and 
his wife worry over their sick child.  When the doctor tells them that the child needs a 
simple operation to survive, the father, Pierre, is reassured and goes to a meeting of 
syndicalists to plan a sabotage of the local electrical system despite his wife’s pleas that 
he stay home with their child and forget politics for an evening.  Just as the doctor is 
about to start the procedure, Pierre cuts the electricity, thus extinguishing the light the 
doctor needs to perform the operation.  As Pierre returns home singing the refrains of the 
“Internationale,” his son dies and the strike begins.36  Playing to bourgeois fears of mass 
movements like socialism, anarchism, and anarcho-syndicalism, the play confirms 
bourgeois fears by mixing politics with tragic irony. 
 In all of the instances outlined above, the idea of deviance is democratized to go 
beyond the categories of race or social class.37  Whereas the earlier naturalist tradition of 
the Grand Guignol used deviance to point an accusing finger at bourgeois norms and 
morality, the reincarnation of the Grand Guignol as a popular theater included the re-
orientation of the theater’s repertoire to present a portrait of the ubiquitous deviant.  To 
be sure, the representations are exaggerated in the extreme, but it is the exaggerations that 
would cement the Grand Guignol’s role as a parody of panopticism.  In the plays the 
doctor, the police, the alienist, or the judge does not spend an inordinate amount of time 
arguing over motives, environment, upbringing, hereditary illnesses, or the deviant’s 
                                                
36 Charles Hellem, William Valcros, and Pol d'Estoc, Sabotage in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs 
de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1910]), 410-412. 
37 The vicissitudes of class, gender, and psychiatric definitions of deviance in recent historiography are 
explored in Jill Harsin, “Gender, Class, and Madness in Nineteenth-Century France,” French Historical 
Studies 17, no. 4 (Autumn 1992): 1048-1070. 
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mental state in assessing his or her responsibility, and in fact, such discussions would ruin 
the pace of the play and the effect of the douche écossaisse.  Instead, deviance in the 
plays is an all-pervasive phenomenon that would be impossible to circumscribe with any 
rational system of rules, thus revealing one of the core inconsistencies of scopic regimes: 
if one constantly searches for deviance, one will find it everywhere, and thus, the rigid 
boundaries constructed between purity and danger are eviscerated of any substantial 
meaning.  Thus, in performing deviance, the Grand Guignol revealed ideas of purity and 
danger to be performative rather than a fact of nature. 
 
 
III.  “YOU ARE NOT HERE TO TREAT THE PATIENTS!”: THE INVERSION OF THE PANOPTICON 
ON THE GRAND GUIGNOL STAGE 
 
 The Grand Guignol serves as a spectacular venue for exposing the performativity 
of medico-legal discourse by shifting and, in effect, eradicating the notion that there can 
be a rational system for identifying behaviors as deviant or normal, but it also goes a step 
further.  As spectacular entertainment, and particularly entertainment that promises horror 
and fear as the main attraction, the Grand Guignol highlights performativity by exposing 
and inverting the structures that would ordinarily promise safety and stability.  In the 
world of the Grand Guignol, the horror comes from not only seeing spectacular displays 
of gore, but also in the undermining of institutions that are tasked with maintaining order 
and policing the boundaries between the normal and the deviant, in short, making the 
most trusted institutions into the most pernicious deviants of all.  In such a way, the 
spectacular plays of the Grand Guignol consistently expose the weakness in the ability of 
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the Panopticon to police itself; more importantly, however, the plays expose the tendency 
by subjecting the apparatus of the medico-legal Panopticon to a reflexive counter-
discourse in which doctors, lawyers, judges, and politicians can be – and are – deviants of 
the cruelest kind. 
 It is particularly in the Grand Guignol’s use of the legal and medical 
establishments that the phenomenon is readily apparent.  Aside from using asylums and 
prisons as staging grounds for the spectacularization of the deviant, the presentation of 
medico-legal ideas as the authoritative source for the identification and control of 
deviance takes a radical turn in the Grand Guignol’s plays.  As noted above, playwrights 
for the Grand Guignol were conscientious about presenting a realistic portrait of their 
subject matter, an effort that often rewarded the playwright with a more shocking result.  
To that end, many of the Grand Guignol’s collaborators were professionals in the realms 
of psychiatry or the administration of justice.  Interestingly, however, the collaborations 
did not result in plays that upheld the role of the medico-legist as the scientific expert on 
deviant behavior; more often than not, the plays served to undermine medical and legal 
authority.  A surprising number of plays in the Grand Guignol’s repertoire dealt with 
situations arising from treatment of, or exposure to, mental illness, and virtually none of 
them portray the doctor or the judiciary as having the upper hand.  The combined effect 
of the plays is to present a portrait of the medico-legal professions as being populated by 
buffoons, criminals, or unscrupulous professionals driven by greed and arrogance.  For 
all that the medico-legal establishment had intertwined itself with the growing boulevard 
culture of fin-de-siècle France, at the Grand Guignol, the boulevardiers used the spectacle 
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of the stage to assert their independence from deterministic legal and medical theories 
that were the province of an elite intelligentsia. 
 In several of the plays, medical professionals, and particularly psychiatric 
professionals, are presented as being grossly incompetent individuals or sadists whose 
interests are not in healing, but in making money or indulging in pleasures at the expense 
of their wards.  Conversely, the mentally disturbed characters are often presented as 
rational to serve as a foil for the doctors, thus creating an inverted world order and 
forcing the audience to question the medico-legal concept of deviance altogether.  An 
early play, for example, is an adaptation of another of Edgar Allan Poe’s stories, “The 
System of Doctor Tarr and Professor Fether” (1845).  Adapted by André de Lorde for the 
Grand Guignol stage, Le Système du Docteur Goudron et du Professeur Plume debuted in 
1903 and quickly became one of the more popular pieces of the Grand Guignol’s 
repertoire.  In the play, two journalists seek an interview with an asylum director to 
discuss his revolutionary method of treating patients.  In the “soothing method,” the 
patients are allowed to act out their delusions in order to freely express themselves and 
enjoy their liberty.  The journalists quickly discover that doctors Goudron and Plume are, 
in fact, inmates of the asylum themselves, the two having led a revolt against the 
hospital’s doctors.  Just as the two “doctors” are poised above one of the journalists and 
are in the process of gouging his eyes out with a letter opener, the miraculously free 
hospital staff bursts in the door and subdues Goudron, Plume, and their assorted 
underlings. 
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 The audience is clearly meant to appreciate the crazy antics of inmates as 
entertainment, thus perpetuating the idea of the deviant-as-spectacle.  Indeed, the asylum 
inmates present an amusing, if obviously exaggerated, picture of asylum behaviors.  
Accompanied by several inmates with eccentric tics, Goudron and Plume appear to be 
rational doctors in control of the situation as their cohorts act like chickens and dress in 
extravagant outfits.  While the antics of the fous are clearly meant to entertain as comedy 
relief, the play offers an alternative explanation.  As Goudron explains about his new 
“system” to the young journalists: 
“Messieurs…I am very flattered…very flattered, that you had the idea to visit me, 
and that you are interested in work that is dear to me and that I have made my life 
since my arrival here…The system of which you have heard… – and that has cost me 
much pain and disruption!... – is, in effect, my invention…I believe it is destined to 
work powerfully on the spirit of the aliénés…Ah!  The fous messieurs!...Who knows 
of their suffering, their misery!...Until this day, they have been treated like harmful 
animals, like savage beasts, and not like sick people.  Let us pity them!...Let us take 
care of them, messieurs!  Humanity demands it, science orders it!...”38 
 
In Goudron’s estimation, the eccentric behaviors of the inmates are a form of revolt 
against an oppressive medical system that mistreats them as animals rather than as human 
beings in need of help.  While the insane antics are meant to entertain and amuse, the 
audience is also to recognize the inmates as human beings and to glimpse that the way in 
which the asylum system treats alienated individuals is more barbaric and savage than the 
                                                
38 “Messieurs... je suis très flatté... très flatté, que vous ayez eu l'idée de me rendre visite, et que vous vous 
intéressiez à une œuvre qui m'est chère et dont j'ai fait ma vie depuis que j'ai été conduit ici... Le système 
dont vous avez entendu parler... -- et qui m'a coûté bien des peines et des tracas!... -- est, en effet, mon 
invention... Je le crois destiné à agir puissamment sur l'esprit des aliénés... Ah!  les fous, messieurs!... Qui 
dira leurs souffrances, leurs misères!... Jusqu'à ce jour, on les a traités comme des animaux nuisibles, 
comme des bêtes curieuses, et non comme des malades.  Plaignons-les!... Soignons-les, messieurs!  
L'humanité le demande, la science l'ordonne!...”  André de Lorde, Le Système du Docteur Goudron et du 
Professeur Plume in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron 
(Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1903]), 54. 
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acts that they are about to witness.  The end of the play restores the normal order, and 
Goudron is denounced as “the most dangerous fou in the whole establishment.”39  The 
lingering question remains, however, as to who the real deviant is – the harmless 
eccentrics, or the doctors that treat them as less than human.40 
 In a similar, yet more forceful iteration of the dichotomy – the aliéné  as a human 
being and as the other against which identity is constructed – the play L’Obsession ou Les 
Deux Forces [Obsession or The Two Strengths] (1905) provides an interesting 
counterpoint to the idea of medico-legal authority.  The play’s narrative consists of a 
man, Jean Desmarets, who visits and alienist to discuss the problems of one of his 
relatives.  It seems that the relative has an unhealthy obsession, an idée fixe, which 
compels him to murder his infant son.  In seeking the alienist’s advice, Jean hopes to 
solve the problem; lacking details about his relative’s hereditary lineage, however, 
compels the doctor to advise Jean to commit his relative to an asylum.  Jean promises to 
return with the information about his relative’s family lineage and to commit said 
relative.  We discover at the end of the play, however, that Jean was, in fact, the one 
suffering from the murderous compulsions.  The final scene shows Jean battling with his 
compulsion, only to lose the battle and murder his son. 
 Like Le Système du Docteur Goudron et du Professeur Plume, L’Obsession 
reverses the roles of the sane and the deviant.  In Le Système, the audience is to accept 
                                                
39 “[...] le fous le plus dangereux de l'établissement!”  Ibid., 65. 
40 Although both de Lorde's play and Poe's story follow the same basic plot, the tone is quite different.  
Poe’s story is more comedic, clearly meant to showcase the insane activities of the inmates, and to insist on 
the stupidity of the journalist who, at the end, is still looking for works by Doctor Tarr and Professor 
Fether.  While de Lorde's adaptation of the story retains some of the comedic elements (especially with the 
antics of the asylum inmates and some of the nonsensical dialogue), the tone is far more sinister. 
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Goudron and Plume as gifted medical professionals; in L’Obsession, we are to see Jean 
as a concerned relative seeking help for a potentially dangerous member of his family.  
Throughout the play, Jean is rational and does not betray signs of mental illness.  It is 
only at the end of the play, after having discovered that his father had died insane, that 
Jean’s façade begins to break.  Even then, however, the border between sane and insane 
is not clearly defined.  Unlike the reductive definitions of insanity provided by legal 
medicine, Jean’s character undergoes a tortured transformation in which the audience 
witnesses the complexities of identity.  In the climactic scene, Jean delivers an 
impassioned soliloquy in which the two “sides” of his personality are in conflict: 
“Crazy!  He died crazy!  ‘Heredity in mental illness is a fatalistic law…implacable…’  
Implacable!  I am lost…for me, it will be prisons…cold showers…a degrading 
death…It would be better to finish it quickly…to kill myself!  I am lost…lost!  
There!...all of a sudden…the obsession grips me again!...the obsession to 
kill…However, I also have a will…It is as if there are two beings inside me who are 
fighting with each other…My will must be stronger than my madness!  It must…And 
further, there is not just my will…there is also all my love, my tenderness for this 
little person…He is sleeping there…I am going to enter [his bedroom]…I must 
enter…And if the anguish, the horrible anguish takes me again, I will kill myself…”41 
 
In the performance, the idea of insanity and deviance does not become the character’s 
identity as he struggles against the deviant side of his personality, attempting to balance it 
with normal human emotions toward one’s child: protectiveness, tenderness, and love.  
                                                
41 “Fou!  Il est mort fou!  «L'hérédité dans les maladies mentales est une loi fatale...implacable...»  
Implacable!  Alors, je suis perdu... c'est le cabanon... la douche... la mort dégradante... Il vaut mieux en finir 
tout de suit... me tuer!  Je suis perdu... bien perdu!... Là... tout à l'heure... l'obsession m'a repris!... 
l'obsession de tuer...  Mais pourtant, j'ai aussi une volonté...  Il y a en moi comme deux êtres qui se 
combattent...  Ma volonté doit être plus forte que ma folie!  Il le faut...  Et puis, il n'y a pas que ma 
volonté... il y a tout mon amour, toute ma tendresse pour ce petit être...  Il dort là...  Je vais y entrer...  Il 
faut que j'y entre...  Et si l'angoisse, l'horrible angoisse me reprend, je me tue...”  André de Lorde, Alfred 
Binet, and Max Maurey, L'Obsession ou Les Deux Forces in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de 
la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1905]), 164. 
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Ultimately, Jean’s compulsion overtakes him and he does, in fact, murder his son, but 
only after a last embrace.  The implacable laws of heredity have won the day, but the 
audience sees that the conclusion was not foregone, as Jean’s struggle shows. 
 Jean’s predicament, moreover, is not simply a product of his own failings, or even 
of his father’s insanity, but it is the failure of the doctor who Jean consulted prior to his 
return home.  The entirety of the play’s first act consists of Jean’s interview with the 
doctor, in which the doctor asks the standard questions about Jean’s imaginary “relative” 
– family relations, possible alcoholism, and hereditary degeneration – and all the while 
the doctor was face to face with the real deviant.  Earlier, the doctor had explained to his 
assistant that mental illness “is not always readable on the face” because that “would be 
too easy.”  He goes on to state that, “One believes that we, alienists, that we recognize 
them right away…at first glance…That’s idiotic!  When there are apparent signs of 
alienation, all goes well.”42  The doctor’s explanation carries a simple point, namely, that 
when it comes to deviance, even the experts are not infallible.  While the medico-legal 
establishment played a major part to in the creation of the idea of deviance through its 
reiteration that knowledge is power, the very problem that they are charged with 
regulating, in this instance, eluded them.  Perhaps more unsettling than Jean’s murder of 
his own son is the lesson that the audience received in the limits of institutional power. 
 The Grand Guignol did not limit its critique of the medico-legal system to 
exposing the incompetence or the limits of medico-legal knowledge in policing deviance.  
                                                
42 “[...] ça ne se lit pas toujours sur leur figure [...] ça serait trop commode...”; “On croit que nous autres, 
aliénistes, nous les reconnaissons tout de suite... à première vue... C'est idiot!  Quand il y a des signes 
apparents d'aliénation, ça va bien.”  Ibid., 146. 
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In many instances, the doctors themselves are turned into the deviants, either driven 
insane by circumstances arising from a tragic incident in their own lives, or because of 
the perceived corruption of the professions.  Throughout the early twentieth century there 
appeared a series of plays dealing with the role of the doctor being juxtaposed with that 
of the deviant that he is purportedly policing.  Three such plays – L’Horrible Expérience 
[The Horrible Experiment] (1909), Dichotomie [Dichotomy] (1911), and Sous la Lumière 
Rouge [Under the Red Light] (1911) – turn the doctor into a veritable criminal.  In all 
three, the doctor loses the rhetorical position as the detached scientific observer of reality 
and is infused with basic human motivations that perform the transformation into 
deviance.  In L’Horrible Expérience, the doctor’s experiments with reanimating dead 
corpses results in tragedy when, driven mad with grief, he attempts to resurrect his dead 
daughter, only to be inadvertently strangled by his daughter’s corpse as the muscles 
contract from the electricity he pumps into her body; in Sous la Lumière Rouge, a 
grieving fiancé takes a picture of his dead fiancée as a memento, only to discover that the 
picture reveals her to be still alive, and that she would have lived if the state doctor had 
taken time to examine her body instead of complaining about his heavy workload; in 
Dichotomie, in order to collect a finder’s fee from the surgeon, a financially struggling 
doctor recommends that a wealthy patient have unnecessary surgery, only to find that the 
surgery inadvertently kills the patient.43  In all three plays, the doctor and the criminal are 
                                                
43 André de Lorde and Alfred Binet, L'Horrible Expérience in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de 
la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1909]): 371-401; 
Maurice Level and Étienne Rey, Sous la Lumière Rouge in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la 
Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1911]): 440-466; André 
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described as two halves of the same being.  As the final scene in Dichotomie explains, the 
singular issue is one of responsibility and status.  After warning the surgeon Précigné that 
his patient, Mme. Vignoles, may suffocate from the anesthetic, the physician Durtal 
explains that she never needed the surgery and he only recommended it to collect the 
money.  M. Vignoles overhears the whole exchange: 
“DURTAL. – I told you that this was completely insensible! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – The operation perfectly succeeded. 
DURTAL. – Yes, but…she died of asphyxiation! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – That’s not our fault… 
DURTAL. – Excuse me!  It’s your fault! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – How so? 
DURTAL. – It’s your fault!...I begged you to interrupt the chloroform… 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – There wasn’t any time… 
DURTAL. – My God!  The client paid! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – You forget that you’re in this as much as I am. 
DURTAL. – I’m not diminishing my responsibility: I am a wretch! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – Such words! 
DURTAL. – True words!...You lifted fifteen thousand francs from a poor woman that 
had no need to be operated on, there are no words to justify such an act: it’s a crime! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – You’re being illogical! 
VIGNOLES. – […] I heard everything: the both of you have assassinated my wife! […] 
And for money!  You are assassins! 
PRÉCIGNÉ. – Oh!  Excuse me, sir!...If you believe you have cause to reproach me for 
something, address yourself to the courts… 
VIGNOLES. – The courts, the expertise of your compatriots!  I shall have justice 
myself! […] Assassins!  You are both assassins!”44 
                                                
Mouëzy-Éon and Georges Jubin, Dichotomie in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle 
Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1911]): 413-439. 
44 “DURTAL. -- Je vous le disais bien, que c'était insensé! 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- L'opération a parfaitement réussi. 
     DURTAL. -- Oui, mais... elle est morte d'asphyxie!... 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Ce n'est pas notre faute... 
     DURTAL. -- Pardon!  C'est la vôtre! 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Plaît-il? 
     DURTAL. -- C'est votre faute!... Je vous ai supplié d'interrompre le chloroforme... 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Il n'était plus temps... 
     DURTAL. -- Parbleu!  Le client avait payé! 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Vous oubliez que vous touchez la moitié. 
     DURTAL. -- Je ne me dissimule pas ma responsabilité: je suis un misérable! 
 271 
 
The play is called “dichotomy” after the common practice of surgeons paying physicians 
a fee for the referrals they give, but Vignoles’ assessment of the situation reveals the 
fundamental dichotomy that the play, and others like it, imparts to the audience.  Namely, 
while medicine and the judiciary purport to be institutions devoted to the policing and 
control of the deviant, such institutions themselves are constituted by people that are 
subject to the same impulses, emotions, and motivations as the average citizen.  Unlike 
the picture presented in medico-legal texts, knowledge is not necessarily power, and 
membership in an elite group of professionals does not exempt one from the democratic 
nature of deviance. 
 Among the series of plays that deal with the dichotomy of the doctor/criminal, 
two deserve special examination for their direct critique of the treatment of deviants, and 
particularly, the use of deviants as spectacles.  André de Lorde’s Une Leçon à la 
Salpêtrière [A Lesson at the Salpêtrière] (1908) and de Lorde and Charles Foleÿ’s Un 
Concert Chez les Fous [A Concert at the Asylum] (1909) take direct aim at the system 
instituted by Charcot in the late nineteenth century by which the hospital was transformed 
into a theatrical venue in the name of science and instruction.  In Une Leçon à la 
                                                
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Les grands mots! 
     DURTAL. -- Les mots vrais!... Vous livrer pour quinze mille francs une pauvre femme qui n'avait nul 
besoin d'être opérée, il n'y a pas de mots pour qualifier un tel acte: c'est un crime! 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Vous déraisonnez! 
     VIGNOLES. -- [...] J'ai tout entendu: ainsi, vous avez tous les deux assassiné ma femme! [...] Et pour de 
l'argent!  Vous êtes des assassins! 
     PRÉCIGNÉ. -- Oh!  Monsieur, je vous en prie!... Si vous croyez avoir le droit de me reprocher quelque 
chose, adressez-vous aux tribunaux... 
     VIGNOLES. -- Les tribunaux, les expertises des confrères, merci!  Je me fais justice moi-même! [...] 
Assassins!  Vous êtes des assassins!”  Mouëzy-Éon, Dichotomie, 438-439. 
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Salpêtrière, Claire Camu has been at the Salpêtrière for treatment of a mild hysterical 
condition, but while there, she claims that one of the doctors performed a dangerous 
experiment on her, causing her head trauma that left one of her arms paralyzed.  Dr. 
Marbois, who delights in making public presentations of his experiments, runs the 
hospital and to the detriment of patient care many patient cases are left untreated because 
they make good “shows.”  As Nicolo, Marbois’ intern tells a medical student attempting 
to treat a patient, “Marbois must present this patient at one of his lessons […]!  […] I told 
you to take a picture and nothing else… You are not here to treat the patients!”45  Upon 
Claire’s presentation to the crowd, Marbois is reluctant to believe her story, calling her a 
liar: 
“MARBOIS. – This patient is pretending, without the slightest proof, that she has been 
the victim of one of you…who attempted a most dangerous experiment on her… 
CLAIRE. – I’m saying it because it’s true… 
MARBOIS. – You’re saying it because you’re a hysteric and lying is one of the forms 
of hysteria…You’re saying it because, to I don’t know what end, you want to make a 
scandal and take all the attention for yourself.”46 
 
In the end, Claire avenges herself by discovering her attacker’s identity and throwing acid 
in his face.  Marbois’ reluctance to believe her story, however, points to the central 
question inherent in the use of deviance as spectacle, namely, who is the ultimate 
                                                
45 “Marbois devait présenter ce malade à une de ses leçons [...]! [...] Je vous dis de prendre un graphique et 
pas autre chose... Vous n'êtes pas là pour guérir les malades!”  André de Lorde, Une Leçon à la Salpêtrière 
in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert 
Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1908]), 314. 
46 “MARBOIS. -- Cette malade prétend, sans du reste le prouver en aucune façon, qu'elle a été victime de l'un 
d'entre vous... qui aurait tenté sur elle une expérience des plus dangereuses... 
     CLAIRE. -- Je le dis parce que c'est vrai... 
     MARBOIS. -- Vous le dites parce que vous êtes hystérique et que le mensonge est une des formes de 
l'hystérie... Vous le dites parce que, dans je ne sais quel but, vous voulez faire du scandale et attirer 
l'attention sur vous.”  Ibid., 339. 
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beneficiary of such attention?  Medico-legal literature uses the exposure of the deviant to 
reinforce the boundaries that distanced the deviant from the social body, but inherent in 
the performative discourse of the medico-legists is a reflexive impulse to likewise 
observe the expert.  Medico-legal discourse created the idea of the deviant in terms of the 
emerging boulevard culture of spectacle; the Grand Guignol used the spectacle of 
deviance, in turn, to expose the medico-legist’s methods as spectacular in themselves.  
There cannot be a show without a showman. 
 Inherent in such reflexive observation is the critique of the power being exercised, 
and its possible misuse.  The use of the hospital as an institution akin to the theater is 
subjected to criticism in Un Concert Chez les Fous as a severe misuse of medical science.  
In the play, Madame Cantu has been cleared to return to her family from the asylum, but 
rather than attend to the problems that such a reinsertion into the social body will likely 
create, the doctor in charge of Madame Cantu’s case is busy preparing for a concert to be 
held at the asylum.  In an interview with a reporter, the doctor admits that such diversions 
are not in the slightest way beneficial to the patients, but they are good for the doctor’s 
reputation: 
“DOCTOR. – […] It is necessary to have a lot of publicity…I give a grand party every 
year.  It’s great advertising. 
REPORTER. – And it helps the patients? 
DOCTOR. – It doesn’t harm them. 
REPORTER. – Do they play?...Do they sing?... 
DOCTOR. – No, that would agitate them. 
REPORTER. – Do they watch? 
DOCTOR. – Ah, no, that wouldn’t be good either…They enjoy themselves enormously 
all the same.  I employ them to do a heap of little tasks. […] 
REPORTER. – Then for whom do you throw the party? 
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DOCTOR. – For the guests, hand picked guests.  My concert is very popular.  This 
evening will be full…packed!  I don’t know where to stick everybody.”47 
 
Throughout the following scenes, the patients are regularly confused with performers, 
who are assumed to have outlandish costumes and personas, thus even further conflating 
medicine and entertainment.  Meanwhile, Madame Cantu has returned to the asylum, 
admitting that she could not return home as it “is no longer home…everything there has 
changed!”48  Furthermore, her family is ashamed of her past as a fou, and her young son 
has even forgotten that she was once his mother.  Seeing that life is more enjoyable at the 
asylum, where the concert is in full swing, Madame Cantu declares, “Crazy!...Ah!  If I 
could, if I could only become crazy once more!”49 
 The representation of the asylum that is offered to the audience in Un Concert 
Chez les Fous, expresses the central problem for the spectacularization of deviance in 
belle époque France.  Whereas medico-legists used boulevard flânerie to incorporate a 
model of deviance within the fabric of modern urban life, the adoption of deviance as a 
central figure within boulevard culture exposed the deviant as entertainment, but also 
                                                
47 “LE DOCTEUR. -- [...] Seulement il faut beaucoup de publicité... je donne une grande fête tous les ans.  
C'est de la bonne réclame. 
     LE REPORTEUR. -- Et ça fait du bien aux fous? 
     LE DOCTEUR. -- Ça ne leur fait pas de mal. 
     LE REPORTEUR. -- Ils jouent?  Ils chantent? 
     LE DOCTEUR. -- Non, ça les agiterait. 
     LE REPORTEUR. -- Ils regardent? 
     LE DOCTEUR. -- Ah! non, ça ne serait pas bon non plus...  Ils s'amusent tout de même énormément.  Je 
les emploie à un tas de petites besognes. [...] 
     LE REPORTEUR. -- Alors! pour qui donnez-vous la fête? 
     LE DOCTEUR. -- Pour les invités, des invités triés sur le volet.  Mon concert est très couru.  Ce soir ce 
sera plein... bondé!  Je ne sais où fourrer les gens.”  Charles Foleÿ and André de Lorde, Un Concert Chez 
les Fous in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions 
Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1909]), 350. 
48 “Ce n'est plus chez moi... tout est changé là-bas!”  Ibid., 367. 
49 “Folle!... Ah! si je pouvais, si je pouvais redevenir folle!”  Ibid., 370. 
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opened up space for a reflexive counter-discourse that could, ultimately, reveal the limits 
of panoptic performativity.  At the Grand Guignol, this took the form of critical 
explorations of the very rhetorical structures and institutions that introduced the deviant 
to the public.  The critique served two purposes.  On the one hand, it served a commercial 
purpose for Max Maurey’s theater.  Plays about criminals and the insane are fun for their 
own sake, but to give the audience something unexpected and shocking, the institutions 
that were charged with control of deviance must be exposed as ineffectual in order to 
provide a truly horrifying spectacle – the doctor must become the madman.  On the other 
hand, in its rhetorical juxtaposition of the deviant and the intellectual, the plays of the 
Grand Guignol re-infused the idea of social control with a democratic, republican basis.  
In effect, the audience now recognizes that deviance is an ever-shifting category, capable 
of expanding and contracting to suit the needs of the Panopticon of legal medicine in the 
Third Republic, and that such expansions and contractions are the province of an elite 
profession that can, itself, become ineffectual and oppressive. 
 
IV.  RESIGNIFICATION: DEVIANCE AND THE RE-ASSERTION OF AGENCY 
 Several of the plays discussed above have underlying themes in which justice and 
control are represented as gaols that can only be achieved by one’s self, rather than by 
appealing to courts or medical professionals.  Une Leçon à la Salpêtrière, Dichotomie, 
and Sous la Lumière Rouge deal directly with a character who has been wronged and 
takes the situation into his or her own hands.  In all three plays, key characters seek 
retribution directly because it is expedient, or because passions are so inflamed as to 
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demand immediate satisfaction.  In several other instances, however, the revenge motive 
is based specifically on the belief that the court system is so corrupted by legal wrangling 
that the only way justice is attained is through vigilantism.  While the plays are ostensibly 
meant to shock the audience by the brutality through which the characters seek their 
revenge (one in which the audience is subjected to an on-stage lynching; another where a 
man performs a mock trial and execution to achieve justice; another where the audience 
is treated to the gory sight of a woman’s face being melted with acid), the underlying 
narrative provided by the spectacles is that relying on the medico-legal professions leaves 
too much room for negotiation and mediation of responsibility – something that surely 
would have resonated in the early Third Republic, where questions of hypnotic states and 
insanity abrogated concepts of personal responsibility.  Whereas the Grand Guignol 
frequently collapsed and exposed the performative nature of medico-legal discourses of 
deviance, the deviants in the plays take it upon themselves to rearticulate notions of 
justice and criminality, and in so doing, to resignify the terms of debate and fully 
establish their power to shift and define the borders of purity and danger. 
 The latter theme particularly resonates in Léo Marchès and Clément Vautel’s Les 
Trois Messieurs du Havre [The Three Men from Le Havre] (1906), in which three 
criminals posing as clients visit a respectable financier.  We come to learn that the 
criminals had just been released from prison, to which they had been sent because of the 
testimony of their former comrade, the now-respectable financier Dravel.  The intended 
shock of the play emerges when Dravel’s former comrades exact their revenge by 
hanging him in his own office.  The rest of the play, however, offers a suggestive 
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narrative in which Malard, Choquet, and Fangler act out a mock trial to prove that, 
whatever, their own crimes, the crime that Dravel had committed – betraying his friends 
– was the ultimate sin.  As Malard explains, Dravel’s offer to buy them off is 
“Useless…we don’t want any of your money.  We came to judge you!”50 
 The use of the mock trial is an interesting example of the performance-within-a-
performance.  In attempting to create a sense of legitimacy to the “proceedings,” the 
criminals reveal that, in fact, there is no justice other than that which they take for 
themselves.  Fangler, playing the role of the prosecutor, explains: 
“I have this to say: there were four companions: Dravel, Malard, Choquet and 
myself…We worked together, killed together…It is not right that there was one who 
grew fat, who lived amidst public consideration while the three others suffered, cried, 
moaned for twenty years, treated worse than animals…Dravel sold us out…He very 
nearly delivered us to Deibler [the state executioner] in the name of the law…The 
law, that is, those who are the strongest…Now we are the strongest…We are the 
law!...In the name of our law, I demand the death penalty.”51 
 
Charged with Dravel’s “defense,” Choquet admits that he is at a loss to explain Dravel’s 
actions, finally stating, “Madness alone can explain his actions.”52  When Dravel tries to 
plead such a case, Choquet addresses the imaginary jury: “You have heard him, sirs…He 
makes an appeal to your pity…Your pity…But you will judge with a spirit of vengeance 
                                                
50 “Inutile... nous ne voulons pas de ton argent.  Nous sommes venus pour te juger!”  Léo Marchès and 
Clément Vautel, Les Trois Messieurs du Havre in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle 
Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1906]), 236. 
51 “Eh ben, j'ai à dire ceci: on était quatre copains: Dravel, Malard, Choquet et moi... On a travaillé 
ensemble, on a tué ensemble... C'est pas juste qu'il y en ait un qui se soit engraissé, qui ait vécu au milieu 
de la considération publique pendant que les trois autres souffraient, pleuraient, râlaient, pendant vingt ans, 
traités pire que des bêtes... Dravel nous a vendus... Il a failli nous livrer à Deibler au nom de la loi... La loi, 
c'est ceux qui sont les plus forts... Maintenant, les plus forts, c'est nou... C'est nous la loi!... Au nom de 
notre loi, je demande la peine de mort.”  Ibid., 237. 
52 “La folie seule peut expliquer son acte...”  Ibid., 238. 
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or of hate, because you are the representatives of another kind of justice…Justice…You 
will judge according to your conscience.”53 
 Fangler’s opinion that the law is composed of “those who are the strongest” 
demonstrates the equation of the law with a system that favors the elite establishment 
over the truth.  By pointing out that the three criminals’ convictions rested on the word of 
another criminal, one no less guilty than the rest, Fangler exposes the hypocrisy of a 
supposedly egalitarian system of justice consonant with republican ideals.  While prison 
only embittered the three messieurs, as opposed to rehabilitating them, moreover, Dravel 
was allowed to rehabilitate himself and establish himself as a productive citizen.  Within 
the strange role reversal – in which the actors perform as deviants enacting the role of 
judges – the abjected criminal provides a reflexive examination of the justice system that 
is perceived as hopelessly corrupted by lawyers, judges, politicians, and doctors that are 
as ignorant of the truth as the criminal is knowledgeable.  The theme is not unique to Les 
Trois Messieurs du Havre.  In Charles Garin’s L’Alouette Sanglante ou Hioung-Pe-Ling 
[The Bloody Swan or Hioung-Pe-Ling] (1911), Li, a Chinese merchant, seeks revenge on 
a rival, Tchaing, for tricking Li’s wife into releasing his prize swan.  Tchang’s death is 
justified through an elaborate mock trial wherein Li establishes Tchang’s guilt in front of 
witnesses, then pronounces judgment, and executes Tchang in accordance with his crime.  
                                                
53 “Vous l'avez entendu, messieurs... Il fait appel à votre pitié... Votre pitié... Mais vous jugerez sur esprit 
de vengeance ou de haine, car vous êtes les représentants d'une autre justice... De la justice... Vous jugerez, 
selon votre conscience.”  Ibid., 238. 
 279 
In Li’s words, “the most terrible vengeance is permitted to me, isn’t it?”54  For a medico-
legist, Li would be indistinguishable from other murderous deviants; for Li, justice had 
been served faster and more justly than might otherwise have occurred had he gone 
through the complex legal system. 
 Similarly, Maurice Level’s Le Baiser dans la Nuit [The Kiss in the Night] (1912) 
presents a story in which control is taken away from the courts, specifically in response to 
crimes of passion.  From the late nineteenth century onward the verb vitrioler had been 
used to describe crimes of passion in which wronged women threw acid or boiling oil in a 
man’s face.  Many of such cases were reported widely in the press and the fait divers.  In 
numerous instances, women accused of such crimes of passion were acquitted by virtue 
of a temporary insanity engendered by a loss of control over emotions.55  Such cases 
serve as a prominent example of the kind of case that would have caused anxiety in belle 
époque society – an indefensible act of violence that suddenly becomes defensible 
because of unseen forces interpreted by medico-legal experts.  Inspired by such events, 
Le Baiser dans la Nuit presents the character Henri as he sits brooding in his room during 
                                                
54 “[...] la vengeance la plus terrible m'est permise, n'est-ce pas?”  Charles Garin, L'Alouette Sanglante ou 
Hioung-Pe-Ling in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron (Paris; 
Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1911]), 483. 
55 These crimes generally fell under the rubric of the “crime of passion” that, generally, had different 
standards of guilt and innocence than standard murder cases or other violent attacks.  See Ruth Harris, 
Murders and Madness: Medicine, Law, and Society in the fin de siècle (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 
228-242.  See also Mary Hartmann, Victorian Murderesses: A True History of Thirteen Respectable French 
and English Women Accused of Unspeakable Crimes (New York: Schocken Books, 1977); Edward 
Berenson, The Trial of Madame Caillaux (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), especially 
chapter 1; Eliza Earle Ferguson, “Vengeance! Gender and Intimate Violence in Fin-de-Siècle Paris” (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Duke University, 2000).  For an alternative interpretation, in which it is argued that women 
were generally acquitted of crimes of passion out of a recognition of the social and political inequities of 
French society, see Ann-Louise Shapiro, Breaking the Codes: Female Criminality in Fin-de-Siècle Paris 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996). 
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the ongoing trial of his former lover, Jeanne.  Jeanne “vitriolized” Henri when he 
attempted to break up with her, but Henri refuses to testify against her – an act that would 
surely condemn her – by citing that he is too embarrassed to exhibit his hideously 
deformed face in public.  Jeanne is duly acquitted, and under a pretense of making 
forgiveness, Henri wishes to speak to her alone.  When she arrives, Henri asks for one 
final kiss, and as Jeanne recoils in horror at the sight of his mangled face (as the audience 
is also meant to), the horror is compounded when Henri himself proclaims justice by 
“vitriolizing” Jeanne for the whole audience to see. 
 From the beginning, the play serves as an indictment of a system that relies on 
supposed insanity or emotional instability to acquit people of horrific crimes, and not just 
for the parties directly involved.  As Henri sits discussing Jeanne’s inevitable acquittal 
with his friends and relatives, the effects of such a system become an agent of social 
dissolution.  In the following exchange, the men expose the trial as a diversion run by 
lawyers and professionals to subvert justice: 
“PIERRE. – And the lawyer, if you had heard him, he accused you, my poor Henri!  
According to him, you are the one who acted inappropriately!...Your wounds are 
nothing!...You are the guilty one and she…the victim!...In the end, there were a 
thousand infamies. 
JEAN. – Naturally! 
HENRI. – He pleaded her case well? 
PIERRE. – He had no talent at all!  Only without him, victory was certain! 
JEAN. – It’s monstrous! 
PIERRE. – Horrific! 
HENRI. – Bah! 
PIERRE. – No!  My dear Henri…You’re wrong, if you permit me to say so…You are 
responsible for this non-condemnation…Such an acquittal sets a dangerous 
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example…You don’t realize!...It can incite other crazy women to act like this 
creature…From the social point of view, it’s deplorable!”56 
 
Rather than limit the critique to an isolated incident (even though such incidents were far 
from isolated), the play expands its scope to indict the system on the grounds that, while 
such reasoning may be legally or medically logical, it serves as an effective means of 
propagandizing deviance as a socially accepted ideal.  To thwart such an idea – and to 
claim vengeance that the courts denied – Henri takes justice away from the professionals 
and into his own hands.  As Henri explains, his brand of justice is more fitting than what 
she would have received at the courts: 
“HENRI. – You were trembling less noticeably at the cour d’assises than you are now, 
I bet…Lady, at the court, what were you risking?...Prison!  Bah!  Prison!...One gets 
out of prison.  As much as you are false and cowardly, with your pretended timidity 
and your submissive gestures, one would have pardoned you in no time, and after a 
few months, you would re-enter life peacefully.  Admit that that would not be justice! 
[…] 
JEANNE. – I was crazy!  I didn’t know what I was doing…I wasn’t thinking about the 
crime I was going to commit…I didn’t reflect…I didn’t have the time… 
HENRI. – You didn’t reflect?  You didn’t think when you went to buy [the acid]?  You 
weren’t thinking when you calmed your voice so the merchant didn’t suspect 
anything?  You weren’t thinking while you poured the acid in the bowl?  You didn’t 
think while you positioned yourself along my path?  And during the whole hour you 
watched me […] you didn’t think?...You didn’t think when you saw me in front of 
                                                
56 “PIERRE. -- Et l'avocat, si tu l'avais entendu, il te chargerait, mon pauvre Henri!  Selon lui, tu avais mal 
agi!... tes blessures n'étaient rien!... c'était toi le coupable et elle... la victime!... enfin mille infamies. 
     JEAN. -- Naturellement! 
     HENRI. -- Il a bien plaidé? 
     PIERRE. -- Aucun talent!  Seulement lui absent, la victoire était certaine! 
     JEAN. -- C'est monstrueux! 
     PIERRE. -- Épouvantable! 
     HENRI. -- Bah! 
     PIERRE. -- Non! mon cher Henri... Tu as eu tort, permets-moi de te le dire... Tu es responsable de cette 
non-condamnation... Un tel acquittement est d'un exemple dangereux... Est-ce qu'on sait!... Il peut inciter 
d'autres folles à agir comme cette créature... Au point de vue social! c'est déplorable!”  Maurice Level, Le 
Baiser dans la Nuit in Le Grand Guignol: Le Théâtre des Peurs de la Belle Époque, ed. Agnès Pierron 
(Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1995 [orig. pub. 1912]), 557. 
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you?  You didn’t think when you cried ‘Look over here!’ so you would be sure to hit 
me full in the face?...You didn’t think?...You lie!  You lie!”57 
 
For Henri, and for the audience, a judicial system that made excuses for such crimes by 
admitting mitigating factors like state of mind and rational capabilities was not 
adequately seeking justice, but rather was choosing to ignore common sense and thus 
perpetuate deviant acts.  His repeated questioning of Jeanne’s state of mind reveals what 
many felt about such acquittals, and although the audience is meant to be disgusted and 
horrified by the graphic brutality of Jeanne’s subsequent encounter with a bowl of acid, 
the narrative of the play instilled in the audience a grain of an idea that Jeanne’s 
victimization is somehow justified.  The audience immediately recognizes and identifies 
with Henri as an anti-hero, because although his motivation is revenge, his cruelty would 
not be necessary if the judicial system operated according to its republican principles in 
applying the law equally to all citizens. 
 In each of such instances, the boundaries between normal and deviant are 
performative in that they are constantly broken down and need to be re-established.  The 
presence of the deviant in the plays, however, serves not to re-establish the boundaries in 
                                                
57 “HENRI. -- Tu tremblais moins fort à la cour d'assises, je parie... Dame, à la cour d'assises, qu'est-ce que 
tu risquais?... La prison! Bah! la prison!... On en sort.  Comme tu es fausse et lâche, avec ton air timide et 
tes gestes soumis, on t'aurait bientôt graciée, et au bout de quelques mois, tu rentrais dans la vie, 
tranquillement.  Avoue que ce n'aurait pas été juste! [...] 
     JEANNE. -- Moi, j'étais folle!  Je ne savais plus ce que je faisais... Je ne pensais pas au crime que j'allais 
commettre... Je n'ai pas réfléchi... Je n'ai pas eu le temps... 
     HENRI. -- Tu n'as pas réfléchi?  Tu n'as pas réfléchi, quand tu es allée l'acheter?  Tu ne réfléchissais pas 
quand tu savais prendre pour le demander une voix si calme que le marchand ne se douta de rien?  Tu n'as 
pas réfléchi tandis que tu versais l'acide dans le bol?  Tu n'as pas réfléchi en te postant sur mon chemin?  Et 
pendant l'heure entière où tu me guettais [...] tu n'as pas réfléchi?  Tu n'as pas réfléchi en me voyant devant 
toi?  Tu n'as pas réfléchi en me criant «Regarde!» pour être sûre de me frapper en plein visage?... Tu n'as 
pas réfléchi?... Tu mens!  Tu mens!”  Ibid., 570. 
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a never-ending process of reiteration, but rather to resignify what such boundaries are by 
inverting their original intent.  In so doing, the deviants in these plays are not templates 
on which the audience reads the standard accepted definitions of deviance promulgated 
and enforced by legal medicine, Third Republican discourse, and panopticism.  Rather, 
they are avatars for a populace that was capable of seeing as much as being seen, and 
because of it, were capable of shifting and defining the discourse of deviance as much as 
they were defined by it. 
 
V.  CONCLUSION 
 The plays of the Grand Guignol, then, reveal a quite different conception of the 
role of deviance within Third Republic society.  Whereas the medico-legal complex 
turned the deviant into a spectacle for the purpose of establishing the status of medico-
legists as an elite group of professionals with specialized knowledge to discern deviant 
from normal, the Grand Guignol’s performances used spectacle to question the 
authoritative relationship.  The Grand Guignol stage accomplished the full realization of 
deviance as spectacle by merging the idea of sight and visualization with a sense of 
popular taste that ultimately blurred the boundary between the spectacle and the audience 
and played to the audience’s emotional connection by disavowing the intellectual 
background of the common flâneur.  The Grand Guignol used such a connection to 
redefine the boundaries of deviant and normal.  Ultimately, the idea of deviance within 
the world of the Grand Guignol was an idea that permeated every facet of human 
existence as opposed to being relegated to the provinces of a few socially marginalized 
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individuals.  Such a democratization of deviance, moreover, exposed and often collapsed 
the performative structures that defined medico-legal discourse by subjecting the doctor, 
the lawyer, or the politician to the public gaze.  Encouraged to see for themselves, the 
audience often found that the very persons charged with policing the boundary between 
purity and danger were able to subvert their own definitions – an effect that both 
collapsed the standard normal/deviant binaries, and served to heighten the dramatic effect 
of the spectacle on stage.  The performative discourse of the medico-legal community 
failed to control that which it created, and by performing the role prescribed to the 
deviant, the flâneurs and boulevardiers created a far more democratic world within the 
theater where individuals had control over their own destinies. 
 As André de Lorde wrote in his book Théâtre d’Épouvante [Theater of Horror] 
(1908), “There are two schools, or, if you like, two methods to give the theater-going 
public the fear that they go there to find.  The first, the simplest, consists of directly 
showing that which will frighten them. […]  The other method does not directly show the 
event, it announces it, predicts it, and makes you wait for it.  This method is more adept 
for this reason: that that which one does not see, that which one supposes and imagines is, 
most often, much more impressive than that which one sees.”58  De Lorde, of course, was 
referring to the inferences the audience makes concerning plot elements within the play.  
In the Grand Guignol’s world of horror, identities are never certain, allegiances are made 
or broken for unfathomable reasons, and the good perish while the evil triumph, thus 
                                                
58 André de Lorde, Théâtre d'Épouvante in Théâtre 1969: Cahiers dirigés par Arrabal (Paris: C. Bourgois, 
1969), 165-166. 
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creating an alternate reality the excitement of which came directly from its danger and 
instability.  On another level, however, de Lorde’s formulation that “that which one 
supposes and imagines is, most often, much more impressive than that which one sees” 
speaks to the hidden power inherent in the spectacle.  Legal medicine recognized such 
power in attempting to harness it to medico-legal notions of the public good, and 
anarchists and psychologists alike recognized the value of sight and spectacle in 
attempting to affect radical changes in public opinion.  At the Grand Guignol, the theater 
transformed from a purveyor of public entertainment and intellectual nullification into a 
subtly subversive advocate for everyone – bourgeois and proletarian, doctor and patient, 
politician and criminal – to question, reject, and resignify that which would seek to define 
them. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 On July 31, 1914, on the eve of mobilization for what would eventually be World 
War I, the young student Raoul Villain fired two bullets through the glass window of the 
Café du Croissant and into the French socialist leader Jean Jaurès, ultimately resulting in 
the death of the long-time politician and pacifist.  A member of the Ligue des Jeunes 
Amis de l’Alsace-Lorraine, Villain was an ardent supporter of war with Germany in 
revenge for the loss of the provinces of Alsace-Lorraine in the Franco-Prussian War that 
toppled the Second Empire.  Enraged by Jaurès’ pacifism and his diplomatic efforts to 
avert the increasingly popular prospect of war, Villain took it into his own hands to end 
what he saw as the largest obstacle to France’s revenge for over forty years of 
humiliation.  At his arrest, Villain proudly proclaimed, “Why have I killed Jaurès? […] I 
wanted, in such grave circumstances as we are now experiencing, to suppress an enemy 
of my country.”1  Villain had killed in the name of patriotism. 
 The circumstances of the murder of Jaurès were eerily similar to those that 
surrounded the assassination of President Carnot in 1894.  Both were assassinated in 
public places in front of sizeable crowds; both were murdered for political gains; both 
were killed by extremists acting according to their own senses of right and wrong.  What 
is more interesting, however, is how the two events differ.  When the anarchist Caserio 
felled President Carnot on June 24, 1894, the public outcry continued for days, weeks, 
                                                
1 “Pourquoi j’ai tué Jaurès? […] J’ai voulu, dans des circonstances aussi graves que celles que nous 
traversons, supprimer un ennemi de mon pays.”  Le Temps, August 2, 1914. 
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and months afterward.  Caserio was a daily fixture in the newspapers, as the long judicial 
drama played out in front of the eyes of a crowd eager for resolution to the ghastly 
spectacle of revolutionary violence.  Every detail of Caserio’s life was exposed before 
hungry audiences as his daily activities in prison were exposed in the press, as letters to 
and from his family were reprinted without redaction, and as his lawyers continually tried 
to evoke public sympathy for the accused with their tales of his upbringing and the path 
that turned a simple country boy into a hardened and jaded anarchist.  Furthermore, in 
addition to the spectacle created of Caserio, his actions – and the actions of those that 
preceded him – sparked a spate of medico-legal investigations into the anarchist mind, 
from Achille Hamon’s Psychologie de l’Anarchiste-Socialiste to Alexandre Lacassagne’s 
ruminations on anarchism and the criminal mind in L’Assassinat du Président Carnot.  In 
1894, the anarchist was indistinguishable from the criminal, and a symbol of the 
impending degeneration and chaos of modern industrial society. 
 In 1914, however, a similarly spectacular murder of an important political figure 
received no such attention.  Indeed, the coverage of the assassination itself lasted for little 
more than a day, with the exception of the coverage in L’Humanité, the newspaper Jaurès 
founded in 1904.2  Despite the fact that Villain himself admitted that his mother had been 
living in an insane asylum for the past twenty years, there were no lengthy discussions of 
the psychology of the right-wing extremist, the links between patriotism and criminality, 
and murder in the name of France as being symbolic of the decadence and degeneration 
                                                
2 See the coverage of Jaurès assassination and funeral arrangements in L'Humanité, August 1-7, 1914. 
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of French society.3  Of course, context plays an important role in this decided lack of 
spectacle surrounding the murder of one of the biggest names in French politics.  The 
headline of every major newspaper in that first week of August 1914 concerned the 
mobilization for war, with Jaurès’ assassination practically an afterthought.  Likewise, 
Villain’s trial was postponed for the duration of the war “because it could not have been 
held sooner with that dignity and calm which justice demanded,” thus displacing the 
spectacle of the deviant with the greater spectacle of a world at war.4  By the time of 
Villain’s trial in 1919, the world had moved on.  Villain was acquitted of any 
wrongdoing, the court having found that he acted because of misguided patriotism.  In 
1894, political murders were symbols of an irrational political mind and the collapse of 
political discourse that demanded punishment; in 1919, political murder was a symbol of 
strength of the French patriot to be cautiously lauded. 
 What had changed?  Obviously, the trauma of the First World War was ultimately 
responsible for many of the most dramatic changes in European civilization in the 
twentieth century.  In particular, however, the story of Villain points to a fundamental re-
conception of the spectacle of deviance.  Prior to the war, the actions of the deviant were 
the focal point for discussing, negotiating, and questioning preconceived notions about 
the nature of Third Republican society.  The debate over the limits of individual freedom, 
over what constituted legitimate political dissent in a republic, and over the influence of 
private behaviors on the greater social body were all tightly wound within the intricate 
                                                
3 Le Temps, August 2, 1914. 
4 The New York Times, March 30, 1919. 
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discourse surrounding the boundaries of inside and outside, normal and deviant, and the 
role of the Panopticon in society.  Such interconnection necessitated a certain amount of 
public exposure as these battles were frequently fought on the grounds of what could be 
seen and the framing of the context for the power of vision.  Tellingly, however, the 
strange absence of Raoul Villain in the public discourse mirrored the shift that came with 
World War I – that the power of vision had to be tempered with an equal respect for what 
could not be seen.  The debate had changed, and with it, the concept of deviance. 
 The transformation of the Théâtre du Grand Guignol in the postwar period 
provides a telling example.  Like the Salpêtrière, the Théâtre du Grand Guignol was very 
much a product of the fin-de-siècle and the belle époque that drew on several 
simultaneous developments in Parisian culture – the creation of an urban crowd devoted 
to consumer spectacle, the intermingling of legal medicine with public spectacle to re-
enforce the nature of the panoptic society, and most importantly, contemporary views on 
deviance and the place of the deviant in society.  That this phenomenon was particularly 
Parisian is attested to by the numerous failures to export the Grand Guignol to other 
cities.  Although various entrepreneurs attempted to transport the Grand Guignol to 
England, Italy, Canada, and the United States, the longest run outside of Paris lasted only 
three seasons.5  In the years just prior to the war, the Grand Guignol’s audiences flocked 
to Montmartre to see spectacular displays of gory dismemberment and carnivalesque 
story lines that upended the social order and omnipresent beliefs about deviance and 
society.  The attraction to these plays was the act of seeing, and not only of seeing a 
                                                
5 František Deák, “Théâtre du Grand Guignol,” The Drama Review: TDR 18, no. 1 (March 1974): 39. 
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grotesque spectacle, but also of seeing a world that existed beyond the reductive binary of 
normal and deviant.  In the world of the Grand Guignol, there was no “inside” and 
“outside,” but a cross-cultural and cross-class panorama of the shades of human 
interaction that appealed to a society debating these very topics. 
 The Grand Guignol in the postwar era, of course, changed with the times.  
Following the war, as theater historian František Deák explains, “the unpolitical, 
unheroic, unpatriotic repertoire was looked on for a time as improper,” and “it was 
doubted that the artificial horrors of Grand Guignol would be strong enough in a time 
when so many people experienced the horrors of war […].”6  The Grand Guignol carried 
on with much success by adapting its repertoire, but just as the Grand Guignol of the 
belle époque took the form it did because of its interconnection with the city of Paris, its 
public, and its prejudices, so too did the new Grand Guignol have to adapt to its new 
circumstances.  The Grand Guignol plays of the interwar years were psychologically 
introspective pieces that highlighted the monsters within rather than spectacular displays 
of physical cruelty that dominated the stage in plays like Une Leçon à la Salpêtrière or Le 
Baiser dans la nuit.  Along with the national mood, the idea of spectacle had changed.  
The spectacle of war was horrifying enough without trying to emulate it on the stage, an 
idea that only intensified after the trauma of World War II.  In many ways, the Grand 
Guignol of the postwar era reflected a society that no longer wanted to see, but to forget.  
Whereas the urban spectacle of the fin-de-siècle and belle époque provided a sense of 
control and a way of entering into the debate, postwar society had changed the 
                                                
6 Ibid., 37. 
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fundamental basis upon which the debate raged in the first place.  The Théâtre du Grand 
Guignol closed its doors forever in 1962.  The theater’s final director, Charles Nonon, 
succinctly described the demise of the Grand Guignol thus: “We could never equal 
Buchenwald.  […]  Before the war, everyone felt that what was happening onstage was 
impossible.  Now we know that these things, and worse, are possible in reality.”7 
 It is certainly tempting to point to the Great War as a natural ending point for the 
discussion of the role of the public and spectacle in the operations of scopic regimes and 
panoptic societies.  Indeed, whereas classical liberalism was the most significant 
foundational issue upon which panopticism operated, and from which all debates about 
deviance and normalcy then emanated, the First World War questioned the very idea of 
liberalism altogether, thus rendering the ideas of panopticism and control useless – at 
least for a time.  Of course, no one can say how the scenarios laid out in this dissertation 
would have transpired if not for the vast cultural disruption of 1914, and to point to the 
Great War as an intellectual barrier and postulate as to what might have happened seems 
pointless.  It equally does a disservice, however, to the very ideas I have labored to 
explain, and thus brings me back to perhaps the most significant aspect of the culture of 
deviance and spectacle of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century France.  While the 
sites of resistance that this dissertation have described did not lead directly to an 
overthrow of the ideas embodied by the Panopticon, nor even to the breaking of the 
barriers between purity and danger, these sites of resistance do indicate that, at least in 
the small spaces – in small corners of the vast urban complex of modern society, in the 
                                                
7 “Outdone by Reality,” Time Magazine, November 30, 1962. 
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cafés, in the theaters, or even in the bedrooms of decent society – the eyes of the 
Panopticon do not always dictate what can be said or done.  In this way, the deviant – and 
“the other” generally – serves as useful a purpose to personal liberation as it does to 
personal identity. 
 And, perhaps, as we looked to the small discursive spaces to see pockets of 
resistance to the scopic regime, so, too, should we look to the small spaces to see the 
results of such intellectual and cultural resistance.  November 1912, just prior to the 
outbreak of the Great War in 1914, Alexandre Lacassagne gave a series of lectures to his 
students at the Faculté de Médecine in Lyon entitled “Mémoires originaux des 
transformations du droit pénal et les progrès de la médecine légale de 1810 à 1912,” in 
which Lacassagne expounded on the theories that had reigned from the end of the 
nineteenth century in France.  His closing advice to the students was this: “All acts 
destructive to human collectivity are a crime.  All crime is an obstacle to progress.  The 
social milieu is the cultural broth of criminality; the microbe is the criminal, an element 
that only has importance the day he finds the broth that cultivates him.  Societies have the 
criminals they deserve.”8  For Lacassagne, society is as much to blame for criminality 
and degeneration as is the individual – a perspective that had yet to take account of 
factors being discussed east of the Rhine by Sigmund Freud.  In the France of the belle 
                                                
8 “Tout acte nuisible à l'existence d'une collectivité humaine est un crime.  Tout crime est un obstacle au 
progrès.  Le milieu social est le bouillon de culture de la criminalité; le microbe c'est le criminel, un 
élement qui n'a d'importance que le jour où il trouve le bouillon qui le fait fermenter.  Les sociétés ont les 
criminels qu'elles méritent.”  A. Lacassagne, “Mémoires originaux des transformations du droit pénal et les 
progrès de la médecine légale de 1810 à 1912,” in Archives d'anthropologie criminelle de médecine légale 
et de psychologie normale et pathologique (Lyon: A. Rey, 1913), 364. 
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époque, deviance was as it had been since Morel first articulated his theories of 
degeneration in 1857: a product of changing conditions beyond individual control. 
 The most significant aspect of Lacassagne’s speech, however, is his 
acknowledgement of a new kind of criminality.  In response to the assertion that 
criminality was decreasing in the period from 1890 to 1910, Lacassagne made a bold 
claim.  “It has been said,” Lacassagne stated, “[...] that criminality does not augment, but 
transforms.  Our opinion is that there is augmentation and transformation in criminality.  
It becomes, it has been said, more precocious, more violent, more concentrated.  Let us 
add: more vain.”9  For Lacassagne criminality had not decreased, it had just become more 
intense, more concentrated, and as a consequence, more vain.  Lacassagne labeled this 
vain criminal impulse érostratisme.  Named after the Greek Herostratus who set fire to 
the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus to immortalize his name in history, Lacassagne’s 
remedy for the problem of criminal vanity was simple, and taken almost directly from the 
ancient Ephesians:  as the Ephesians banned mention of Herostratus’ name to prevent its 
glorification and emulation, so Lacassagne advocated the constraint of public elements 
that produced such érostratisme.  “As a prophylactic,” Lacassagne told his students,” it is 
necessary to combat the social elements that produce it: to regulate the publicity of 
debates in the Cour d’assises, suppress the publicity of capital executions, hinder the 
reproduction of photographs of criminals, and their cinematographic representations, and 
                                                
9 “On a dit [...] que la criminalité n'augmente pas, mais se transforme.  Notre avis est qu'il y a augmentation 
et transformation de la criminalité.  Elle devient, a-t-on dit, plus précoce, plus violente, plus concentrée.  
Ajoutons: plus vaniteuse.”  Ibid., 327. 
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to render pardons and amnesties less frequent.”10  Lacassagne was a contemporary of 
Charcot during Charcot’s re-envisioning of the Salpêtrière as a “public hospital”; he was 
the mentor of Émile Laurent, whose work was a veritable font of sensationalized 
material; he was the author of the introduction to Laurent’s Les Habitués des prisons de 
Paris, in which he claimed that the public would always find something pleasurable in 
the compendium of oddities to follow.  His own work, in keeping with the very public 
and sensationalized nature of other medico-legal texts, took inspiration almost directly 
from the pages of the mass daily press.  Several years into the new century, however, it 
appears that Lacassagne had a change of heart.  The spectacle of the deviant no longer 
resulted in greater public knowledge and control, but rather, served as a means through 
which to glorify, emulate, and transform criminality into a many-headed hydra and 
further the gradual degeneration of society that plagued fin-de-siècle social theorists. 
 Lacassagne was surely reacting to contemporary circumstances that had begun to 
shed doubt on the ability of medico-legal theory to control and contain deviance.  Most 
spectacularly, the case of serial child-murderer Jeanne Weber, “L’Ogresse de la Goutte-
d’Or,” dominated the headlines of all the major newspapers intermittently between 1905 
and 1910, and did much to discredit the role of the doctor in pursuing justice.  Upon 
testimony from doctors, specialists, and medico-legists Weber was repeatedly forgiven 
because of speculation that she suffered from homicidal mania, alcoholism, or general 
female hysteria, only to have her name show up in the papers again next to the name of 
                                                
10 “Comme prophylaxie, il faut combattre les éléments sociaux qui le produisent; réglementer la publicité 
des débats de la Cour d'assises, supprimer la publicité des exécutions capitales, empêcher la reproduction 
des photographies de criminels, et leurs représentations cinématographiques, rendre moins fréquentes les 
grâces et les amnisties.”  Ibid., 333. 
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another dead child.11  Certainly, the admonition that “society gets the criminals it 
deserves” began to ring hollow in a society that had repeatedly sought justice by 
persecuting criminals, only to have the medico-legist set them free.  More importantly, 
however, it signifies that, even before the cultural trauma of the first modern war, the 
crowd and the spectacle played as significant a role as any in defining the borders 
between purity and danger.  Indeed, Lacassagne almost seems exasperated when he 
declares that, because of whatever circumstances, there are those “who are judged and 
who the tribunals give reduced penalties […] because the human collective alone is 
capable of diminishing or disappearing these scourges.”12  Ultimately, Lacassagne admits 
that, “with the complication of modern life and the state of our civilization, one has 
concluded that one can no longer establish right exclusively on the proof of fault.”13  For 
at least one medico-legist, the eyes – and, more importantly, the hearts and minds – of the 
public could not be discounted in establishing notions of inside and out, of normal and 
deviant, of purity – and danger. 
 In the introduction to this dissertation, one of the Grand Guignol’s most popular 
plays, Une Leçon à la Salpêtrière, served as a metaphor for the dynamics of sight, 
visualization, deviance, and resistance.  When the patient, Claire, threw acid in the face 
of her tormenter, blinding him and thereby asserting her own subjectivity, the audience 
                                                
11 A full account of the Jeanne Weber case, albeit a more sympathetic one, can be found in Pierre Darmon, 
Médecins et Assassins à la Belle Époque: La Médicalisation du Crime (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1989), 
254-271. 
12 “[…] qui sont jugés et que les tribunaux frappent de peines réduites […] puisque la collectivité est seule 
capable de faire diminuer ou disparaître ces fléaux.”  Lacassagne, “Mémoires originaux,” 339. 
13 “[…] avec la complication de la vie moderne et de l’état de notre civilisation, on est arrivé à ne plus 
établir exclusivement le droit sur la preuve de la faute.”  Ibid. 
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was supposed to be delighted in two respects.  First, for the gruesome spectacle of the 
doctor’s face melting with acid, a sight for which the Grand Guignol was well known.  
Second, and more importantly, the audience was to be delighted by the reversal of roles 
that Claire had accomplished by exposing her doctor as a fraud, and asserting herself, the 
deviant, as the force for good no matter how others attempted to define her.  Une Leçon à 
la Salpêtrière is not grand theater, and certainly Max Maurey and André de Lorde never 
intended for it to be anything other than a crowd-pleasing spectacle of horror.  However, 
there was certainly more than one lesson learned at the Grand Guignol’s Salpêtrière that 
evening.  On the outskirts of Paris, in the city’s tiniest theater, for the duration of a one-
act play, the audience learned to cast their eyes upward, not just to the stage, but to any 
institution that sought to deny individual will and personal identity in the name of order. 
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Figure 1: Title page to Ambroise Macrobe, La Flore pornographique: Glossaire de 
l’école naturaliste.  Paris: Doublelzévir, 1885.  Illustration by Paul Lisson. 
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Figure 2: “Il a crié ‘Vive la liberté!’ [He cried ‘Long live liberty!’]”  Illustration by Félix 
Vallotton.  L’Assiette au Beurre, no. 48, March 1, 1902. 
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Figure 3: Illustration by Gustave-Henri Jossot.  L’Assiette au Beurre, no. 330, July 27, 
1907. 
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Figure 4: “Il n’était pas fou? [He was not insane?]”  Illustration by Aristide Delannoy.  
L’Assiette au Beurre, no. 173, July 23, 1904. 
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Figure 5: “[L’] accusé est anarchiste… [The accused is an anarchist…]”  Illustration by 
Gustave-Henri Jossot.  L’Assiette au Beurre, no. 345, November 9, 1907. 
 303 
 
 
Figure 6: “Wedding Night” catalogue photograph, France, ca. 1890s.  Photography 
archives of the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction, 
Indiana University-Bloomington. 
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Figure 7: Top. “Entre Forains [Between Carnival Workers]” catalogue photograph, 
France, ca. 1890s. 
 
Figure 8: Bottom.  “L’Apache en Rut [The Apache in Heat]” catalogue photograph, 
France, ca. 1890s. 
 
Photography archives of the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and 
Reproduction, Indiana University-Bloomington. 
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Figure 9: Photograph, France, ca. 1890s.  Photography archives of the Kinsey Institute 
for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction, Indiana University-Bloomington. 
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Figure 10: Catalogue photograph, France, ca. 1890s.  Photography archives of the Kinsey 
Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction, Indiana University-
Bloomington. 
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Figure 11: “Les Pédérastes [The Pederasts]” catalogue photograph, France, ca. 1890s.  
Photography archives of the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and 
Reproduction, Indiana University-Bloomington. 
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Figure 12: Théâtre du Grand Guignol program, ca. 1910, uncatalogued, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France – Site Richelieu, Cote WNA-157. 
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Figure 13: Théâtre du Grand Guignol program, ca. 1904, uncatalogued, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France – Site Richelieum Cote WNA-157.
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